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– Chris Hallock 

 

What is a Sabbath? Do we need to keep a Sabbath? Are we sinning if we don’t? Is the Sabbath on 

Saturday or Sunday? Today we are looking at the 4th of the 10 Commandments which pertains to the Sabbath. 

And as we look at it, I want to give you a bit of a biblical history lesson about it. I am going to do my best to 

show you my understanding of what the Bible says about the Sabbath for Israel and then how it applies to the 

believer today. 

 

1. Origins of Israel’s Sabbath: 

• Exodus 20:8–11 “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. The word Sabbath is connected to a verb 

that means to cease or rest. The Hebrew words “seventh” and “rested” are very similar, and the Sabbath in 

its original context means both, it means to rest on the Seventh day. The 7th day of the Jewish week began 

on Friday and sundown and ended on Saturday at Sundown this was the time of rest. To keep the Sabbath 

holy means to separate it, to set something apart; to distinguish it from the other six days as a day that was 

special to the Lord. 

• 9 Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 10 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God.  

The Lord provided a day for Israel at the end of the week for rest, and this was very gracious. For 6 days 

they were to diligently work and go about their regular tasks. But on the 7th day no work was to be done; 

this was to be a day set apart for the worship of the Lord “to the LORD your God”. And the command was 

not just for descendants of Israel but for every person and animal in their midst, every servant, every 

foreigner and all the working animals of the nation too. On it 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.  

• God goes on to say that the Sabbath was established through His example in the work of creation. This was 

first introduced in Genesis 2 and Moses quotes it here in v. 11 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. This phrase means essentially that God made this day different. Within 

the context of the Law, it means that the day belonged to God; to be dedicated to Him, people were rest 

from ordinary labor, worship, and spiritual service. 

• From other passages, we learn more about the Jewish Sabbath. In Exodus 16 in the passage about 

manna, we learned that the Lord will provide for the Sabbath, people needn’t worry that by resting on that 



day, there wouldn’t be enough food, they could trust God that 6 days of work would be enough, God would 

provide manna for the day off.   

• In Exodus 31:12-18 God tells the people that the Sabbath is a sign of the Mosaic Covenant between God 

and His people, they would be marked as a distinct people of God by resting on the same day that God 

rested and anyone who worked on that day would be put to death. Now that seems to us to be very harsh. 

But isn’t it amazing how we as people are, God says rest on this day, do no work, worship me and 

remember what I have done. Trust that the work that you do on the other six days is enough. Yet we are so 

untrusting, that we there must be a threat of capital punishment for the command to be followed. The 

Sabbath also about sanctification. It was a chance for people to remember that God was the one that made 

the righteous, he was the one that sanctified them. When God set a part a day for resting and reflection, they 

would have the time they needed to remember what God had done. How often I have heard people say, “I 

would like to read the Scriptures, I would like to pray more, I would like to read books that explain the 

Christian life, but there just isn’t time.” Yet God gave Israel that time. He provided it for Israel in the 

Sabbath. 

• Exodus 34:21 begins to clarify what was not allowed on the Sabbath, at the busy times of the year, in 

plowing and in harvest it seems like there is never enough time, yet they still were to rest on the Sabbath. 

Exodus 35:2-3 goes on to say that not even cooking over fire was to be done on the Sabbath, they could 

prepare everything the day before, so they could rest on the Sabbath. 

• In Leviticus 25 the Sabbath was extended even further. Every seven years the land of Israel was to receive a 

Sabbath rest, the people were not to plant or harvest crops that year. They were to give the ground a 

Sabbath. They were to just eat what they had saved from previous years and what the ground naturally 

produced on the 7th year. That would obviously be a lesson in trusting that God would provide. As most 

people were farmers, this was very gracious, can you imagine a boss coming up to you and saying, “You 

have worked here for 6 years now I want you to take the 7th year off to rest and recuperate and remember 

what God has done for you. This is where we get the idea of a sabbatical. And every 50 years or (7x7) there 

was to be a year of jubilee, a year of restoration, on this year the land was to lie fallow and any land that had 

been sold was to be given back to its original owner.  

• Deuteronomy 5:12-15 – shows our final piece of the Sabbath puzzle. Part of remembering the Sabbath was 

remembering that Israel used to be slaves in Egypt and that God had freed them. In Egypt, Israel had no rest, 

there were no days off. God provided a day of rest and a chance for remembrance. 

• Several weeks ago I had an experience that really spoke to me about this. I was in the middle of doing 

some very hard work, roofing a house on a very hot day. We were next door to Lindsey’s house, she was 

just getting home and asked one of her kids, “Did you take a nap?” Her child said “No.” She said, “Okay, 

right now go in the house and take your nap!” This was met with some protest. I said at that point “I’ll take 



a nap!” As parents, we are smart enough to know that our kids need to rest, in order to maintain health and 

sanity. So we make them rest. But as adults, many of us will push ourselves right to the “red line.” Never 

taking the physical and spiritual rest that we need.  

• So over the years as people tried to figure out what was working and what was not working on the 

Sabbath and many oral laws and traditions developed and the teachers of Israel taught these things to 

the people. Figuring this out was quite important for many reasons. For instance, about 100 years before 

Jesus came more than 1,000 Jews were slaughtered. The enemies attacked on the Sabbath, knowing that the 

Israelites would not fight on that day because they considered defending oneself to be work. It’s little 

wonder that Jewish scholars decided to clarify what the 4th commandment taught. 

• Yet Sabbath keeping was not always practiced. In the time of prophet Jeremiah, foreign merchants would 

come to Jerusalem and people were buying and selling on the Sabbath day foreigners would hall in loads of 

goods through Jerusalem’s gates desecrating the Sabbath. God spoke through Jeremiah 17:27 But if you do 

not obey me to keep the Sabbath day holy by not carrying any load as you come through the gates of 

Jerusalem on the Sabbath day, then I will kindle an unquenchable fire in the gates of Jerusalem that will 

consume her fortresses.”  

• So over time the teachers, rabbi’s and scribes would try to determine what qualified as “a load.” Bob 

Deffinbaugh writes: a load was defined as: ““food equal in weight to a dried fig, enough wine for mixing in 

a goblet, milk enough for one swallow, honey enough to put upon a wound, oil enough to anoint a small 

finger, water enough to moisten an eye-salve, paper enough to write a customs house notice upon, ink 

enough to write two letters of the alphabet, reed enough to make a pen”—and so on endlessly.” They came 

up with rule after rule, to define the Sabbath. As you can see this misses the point, God created the Sabbath 

day for rest, for worship, for reflection upon creative and saving acts and this was hair splitting. 

2. Jesus and the Sabbath: 

By the time Jesus showed up on the scene, the oral laws about the Sabbath were completely out of control. 

Perhaps we could liken the Sabbath to a pillow, something that represents rest, the religious leaders used 

differently, they used Sabbath law as a hammer beat and control others. Jesus, who understood all Scripture 

perfectly, was constantly in conflict with them about their Sabbath teachings. In fact, Jesus seemed very 

determined to do many of His miracles on the Sabbath to challenge the teachings. 

Let’s look at one brief passage where this is evident: Mark 2:23–3:6 One Sabbath Jesus was going through 

the grainfields, and as his disciples walked along, they began to pick some heads of grain. The disciples were 

walking along in a field on a Sabbath day, Matthew 12 tells us they were hungry they picked the grain to eat it. 

24 The Pharisees said to him, “Look, why are they doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?” Exodus 34 says a 

person cannot harvest grain on the Sabbath. The Pharisee’s say, these followers of yours are law breakers – this 



law requires that they die for harvesting. 25 He answered, “Have you never read what David did when he and 

his companions were hungry and in need? 26 In the days of Abiathar the high priest, he entered the house of 

God and ate the consecrated bread, which is lawful only for priests to eat. And he also gave some to his 

companions.” Jesus is referring to a story in 1 Sam. 21:1-6. Under normal circumstances it was against the 

law for anyone eat this bread but the priests, it was considered holy. But David’s circumstances were special. 

But David and his men were on the run, they were hungry and they were in need and David was the anointed 

King. Because of the circumstance and because David was the anointed King, God did not hold this against 

them. The law was flexible because of the people, because of the need of the hour. Jesus is comparing His 

followers to David. And He is revealing that He is the anointed heir to David’s throne, the messiah. But what 

Jesus says next reveals the heart of God.  

27 Then he said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. What was Jesus saying 

here? The Sabbath was made as a help for people not as a burden. It is a pillow not a hammer. It was created by 

God for rest and to help people reflect on what God had done for them. It was created as a way of showing 

people that God could be trusted to provide, 6 days of work was enough. Jesus was saying that the Sabbath was 

not something to be used as a battering ram to beat people with. These teachers had created man made rules to 

avoid breaking the Sabbath. But their rules were not helping. They were a burden. To these men, the law had 

become more important than people who the law was made to bless. The law had taken the place of God in their 

worship, they were not honoring God, they were honoring their ability to obey the law and looking down on 

others who they didn’t.  

28 So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.” The Son of Man” is a quotation from Daniel 7, it is another 

name for Messiah. It is the way Jesus referred to Himself. What is Jesus saying? He is the Creator of the 

Sabbath, He is the one who decides what is lawful and unlawful of the Sabbath, The Sabbath was created by 

God and it was for God and to God and it was a day to rest in God’s creation. Jesus is provider of rest for all 

people.  

1 Another time he went into the synagogue, and a man with a shriveled hand was there. 2 Some of them were 

looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, so they watched him closely to see if he would heal him on the Sabbath. 3 

Jesus said to the man with the shriveled hand, “Stand up in front of everyone.” 4 Then Jesus asked them, 

“Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?” But they remained silent. 

Jesus had painted them into a corner, the law required that people not work on the Sabbath, yet the law 

required that people do good, avoid evil, and save life. To not do good is to do evil, to not save a life when 

you have the opportunity is to kill. When do we truly rest? When all is right in the world. This man’s 

hand was not right and so Jesus made it right. 5 He looked around at them in anger and, deeply distressed at 

their stubborn hearts, These men claimed to be the most passionate about God, but they missed the heart 

of God all together and this angered Jesus, it troubled Jesus deeply. (Jesus) said to the man, “Stretch out 



your hand.” He stretched it out, and his hand was completely restored. 6 Then the Pharisees went out and 

began to plot with the Herodians how they might kill Jesus.  

There is so much more in the gospels, but let’s move forward. 

The Sabbath and the church: 

The early Jewish Christians who had all their lives observed the Sabbath, ran into a problem as gentiles, (non-

Jewish people) became Christians. The problem was this, God forgave the gentiles of their sins, God filled them 

with His Holy Spirit, God welcomed them into His Kingdom as His adopted children, God gave them the 

righteousness of Jesus Christ and He did it entirely apart from the Mosaic law.  

The gentiles had never followed the Mosaic law, including the Sabbath, but they believed in Jesus, that He was 

the messiah, that He died for their sins and rose again, they believed that Jesus was the Son of God and by this 

faith alone God accepted them and they were saved. And so, there were great arguments among the Jews. Now 

that these non-Jews were Christians, did they have to follow the Jewish laws? Did they have to become like the 

Jews to better relate to God?  

Acts 15 records large meeting in Jerusalem where all of this was discussed in detail by Jesus’ disciples and all 

the other church leaders. Peter announced their conclusions: Acts 15:7–11 After much discussion, Peter got up 

and addressed them: “Brothers, you know that some time ago God made a choice among you that the Gentiles 

might hear from my lips the message of the gospel and believe. 8 God, who knows the heart, showed that he 

accepted them by giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us. 9 He made no distinction between us and 

them, for he purified their hearts by faith. 10 Now then, why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of the 

disciples a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear? (He is referring to the law of Moses) 11 

No! We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are.”  

Both Jews and Gentiles were saved completely apart from obedience to the Mosaic law. The law could not be 

used as a steppingstone to earn your way to God. The law is good, but it could not save us because we could not 

obey it. So we become righteous, forgiven and saved apart from the law and through Christ alone.  

So does that mean that we have no obligation as Christians to the 10 commandments at all? Believers in Christ 

do not obey God to earn His favor, we obey God because we have been given His favor through Christ. Our 

obedience is the result of the Holy Spirit within us and a result of the thankfulness that we have for Christ’s 

sacrifice. 

How does the Sabbath function in the early church? The only time worship on the Sabbath is mentioned in 

the remainder of the New Testament is when Paul goes to meet with Jews to preach the gospel to them and he 



meets them while they were together on the Sabbath. 

 

The command to observe the Sabbath is the only commandment of the 10 that is not re-commanded in the NT 

to the church, in fact, it is just the opposite. In Colossians Paul commands that believers not feel bullied into 

observing a Sabbath “Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a 

religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. These are a shadow of the things that were to 

come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.” (Colossians 2:16–17). In Romans, speaking to Jews and 

Gentiles, Paul says that observing a Sabbath rest is a matter of personal choice, “One man considers one day 

more sacred than another; another man considers every day alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his 

own mind. He who regards one day as special, does so to the Lord” (Romans 14:5–6a). We are to worship God 

every day, not just on Saturday or Sunday. 

In the letter to the Galatians, the Galatian church was being taught by false teachers that believing in Jesus 

wasn’t enough, that they had to go back and follow the Sabbath laws, Paul refutes this fiercely: “But now that 

you know God — or rather are known by God — how is it that you are turning back to those weak and 

miserable principles? Do you wish to be enslaved by them all over again? You are observing special days and 

months and seasons and years” (Galatians 4:9–10). 

 

But some people claim that a mandate by Emperor Constantine in A.D. 321 “changed” the Sabbath from 

Saturday to Sunday. That is not found in the Scriptures. Historically Sunday, not Saturday, was the normal 

meeting day for Christians in the church, and its practice dates back to the first century. For instance, Acts 

20:7 states that “on the first day of the week we came together to break bread.” In 1 Corinthians 16:2 Paul 

urges the Corinthian believers “on the first day of every week, each one of you should set aside a sum of money 

in keeping with his income.” 2 Corinthians 9:12, Paul is likely referring to an offering on a Sunday worship 

gathering. Christians during this time began to call Sunday the Lord’s day (Rev. 1:10) But Sunday was not the 

Sabbath 

 

The Sabbath was given to Israel, not the church. The Sabbath is still Saturday, not Sunday, and has never been 

changed. Sabbath keeping is not required of the Christian—be it Saturday or Sunday.  

Lessons from the Sabbath: 

Because we made in God’s image, each of us needs time to rest and reflect on what God has done for us. 

You may be thinking… “Wait a minute! You just spent a bunch of time telling us we don’t have to do this!” As 

a Christian, you don’t have to observe a Sabbath, it’s not a law for you. But a planned resting can and most 

likely will be a blessing to you.  

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Col%202.16%E2%80%9317
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%2014.5%E2%80%936a
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gal%204.9%E2%80%9310
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%2020.7
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%2020.7
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor%2016.2
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Cor%209.12


We were created in the image of a God who rested after working for 6 days. I believe if you don’t rest, you will 

steal the time back by being distracted, by falling asleep, by having your body wear down and get sick.  

There is also an element of trust in resting. I am a person who has difficulty stopping and resting, there is 

always something I can be doing, and those things hang in my mind. When I rest, I feel like my mind is a bat in 

a swarm of mosquitoes. Yet taking time to rest says, “God I trust You, I will work diligently, but I will also rest 

knowing that it is You, not me, that provides for my needs.”  

After the church camping trip, we often stay another day after everyone leaves, I have to stop myself, “I need to 

rest.” True resting means taking some time to remember and reflect on what God has done for us.  

Most everyone I know says that they don’t read the bible, pray, or serve the Lord because they do not have 

time… resting and doing this as a planned event causes you to have time. 

Believers in Christ are completely free to rest and worship on whatever days and in the ways that we want. I 

listened to and read some of my favorite speakers and commentators. As I prepared for this message, some of 

them disagree with me.  

As I studied, their view of the Sabbath, they railed against people not resting on Sunday. They mourned the fact 

that businesses used to shut down on Sundays, not long-ago sports weren’t even played on Sundays and so it 

was a more simple and restful time, and they longed for it and I totally get that.  

But the reality is this, they sounded to me like mothers telling restless children to go take a nap. That is how law 

works. Laws are used with sin and immaturity in mind, laws are there because people will not do the good that 

they are supposed to do just naturally, so they have to be threatened with punishment.  

But the gospel changes all that, or it should. Why should I take time, sometime during the day or week to rest? 

Not because I am threatened, but because I have the pleasure and opportunity to rest and remember what God 

has done. I need time to trust that what God has provided through His hand, I am created to need it. I need time 

to believe that the work that I have done (which He gave me the strength to do) is enough. It takes time to grow 

and worship. That comes out of maturity, and thankfulness and grace. 

Jesus Christ is our ultimate rest. When was the last time that you truly rested? I don’t mean that you slept well. 

I mean when did you rest in such a way that all was well in the world with you? When did you experience 

complete rest?  



I think that this kind of rest is impossible unless it happens by faith in Christ. This kind of rest would require no 

worries, no pain or suffering, it would necessitate that you weren’t mourning loss of someone, fearing for the 

well-being of a loved one, hoping against a disease, grieving over a broken relationship, stressing over undone 

tasks, hurting because of unfulfilled hope, this kind of rest would be guilt free, pain free. This kind of rest would 

mean that all was well in the world.  

In Colossians 2 Paul says that the things of the law, like the Sabbath, looked forward Christ bringing a new 

reality into our live. These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in 

Christ. Ultimately the only way we rest in this troubling world is resting that is done in faith. We have to trust 

the God is in control. We can have that trust because of Christ. 

Right before Jesus argued with the Pharisees about the Sabbath in Matthew 12 he says these words in Matthew 

11:28–30  “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. 29 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. 30 For my 

yoke is easy and my burden is light.”  

How can we rest from our works? Christ’s work on the cross fulfill the Father’s requirement, on the cross He 

said it is finished. How can we rest from our fears? Because of Jesus nothing can separate us from the love of 

God that is in Christ Jesus. How can we trust God with our loved ones? The God who gave His Son for us has 

proven that His grace, mercy and love are beyond our comprehension.  

How can we trust in our pain? Jesus will bear the load, He is humble, He is gentle, Jesus will easily bear your 

burden. How can we rest in the hope for our future? Jesus promises that He will make all things new, that He is 

preparing a place for us, that enemies of sin and death will be gone. That he will wipe every tear from our eyes. 

Jesus Christ is our ultimate rest. 

 


