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Exodus 31:12-18  “Remember the Sabbath Day”  November 9, 2008 

 

Why did God give the Sabbath to his people? 

 

 

 

103.   Q.  What does God require in the fourth commandment? 

  A.  First, that the ministry of the gospel and the schools be maintained and that, especially on 

the day of rest, I diligently attend the church of God to hear God's Word, to use the sacraments, 

to call publicly upon the LORD, and to give Christian offerings for the poor. Second, that all the 

days of my life I rest from my evil works, let the LORD work in me through His Holy Spirit, and 

so begin in this life the eternal sabbath.  

 

 

Explain “schools” and “especially on the day of rest” (since there was preaching every day!) 

 

Let me remind you where we are. 

We have been using the Heidelberg Catechism’s commentary on the 10 Commandments 

as our outline for our study of the law. 

 

Since God has been so gracious in delivering us from the bonds of sin and death, 

and we have been set free from all the power of the devil, 

God calls us to live faithfully as his children. 

He gave the Ten Commandments to Israel as a summary of the moral law, 

an expression of his eternal character. 

The first commandment calls us to have no other gods but God. 

The second commandment warns us against making graven images or worshiping them. 

The third commandment reminds us not to take the name of the LORD in vain. 

 

So today we come to the fourth commandment. 

 

 

 A57: The Fourth Commandment is, Remember the Sabbath-day, to keep it holy. Six 

days shalt thou labour, and do all thy work: But the seventh day is the sabbath of the LORD thy 

God: in it thou shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy daughter, thy manservant, nor 

thy maid-servant, nor thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy gates: For in six days the 

LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and rested the seventh day: 

wherefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day, and hallowed it. 

 

 

 

I would call your attention to the first word of the fourth commandment: 

“Remember.” 

The word “remember” is closely connected with worship in the Pentateuch.  

When God “remembers” his people, it is because of his covenant and promise: 
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God remembered Noah (when he was in the ark) Gen 8:1 

God remembered his covenant (when Israel cried out) Ex 2:24 

I will remember my covenant... Lev 26:42 

When people remember God, it is as an act of worship: 

Moses calls the people to “remember this day”–the Passover in Ex 13:3 

The temple is the place where “I cause my name to be remembered” (Ex 20:24) 

Dt 7-9 in expounding the first com. calls on Israel to “remember” the Lord 

Indeed, when Moses recites the 10 commandments in Dt 5 

he says “Observe the Sabbath day.” 

To remember the Sabbath is not merely an intellectual exercise. 

It is a command to worship God, 

because how can you remember God and his works 

without giving praise and thanks to him for his mighty deeds? 

How can you remember the creation of all things without glorifying his holy name? 

How can you remember your deliverance from bondage without worshiping the Lord? 

 

This is why our catechism then asks: 

 

 Q58: What is required in the Fourth Commandment?  
 A58: The Fourth Commandment requireth the keeping holy to God such set times as He 

appointed in His Word; expressly one whole day in seven to be a holy Sabbath to Himself. 

 

This is the point of Exodus 31, which we read earlier. 

God requires that we keep one day in seven holy. 

Why? “that you may know that I, Yahweh, sanctify you.” 

God has set you apart–made you distinct from the nations around you. 

That was true of the Israelites in the OT. 

And how much more is that now true,  

now that God has called his people out of the nations,  

both Jew and Gentile? 

The Sabbath itself was set apart and sanctified at the creation. 

Genesis 2:3–“So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, 

because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation.” 

God labored for six days, creating all things– 

forming the heavens, the earth and the seas,  

and filling them with his creatures. 

And then the seventh day he rested. 

All of his work was complete. 

 

And so he blessed the seventh day. 

What does that mean?  

God put his blessing on the seventh day. 

The seventh day–the day of completion–the day of rest– 

is a holy day. 

It is set apart from all others as a day of remembrance. 
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Man was therefore called to labor for six days, and rest on his seventh day, 

as a sign of his eschatological hope. 

The sign of the Sabbath was a sign of the future as well as the past. 

God worked for six days, and then entered his eschatological rest  

on the seventh day. 

Hebrews 4 says that God’s rest has continued. 

God rested on the seventh day–and the seventh day has never ended. 

God never went back to work. 

Therefore our sabbath-rest has an eschatological character to it. 

We participate in God’s rest–in anticipation of that final rest. 

But then our seventh day ends, and we go back to work. 

 

This is why I suggest that our week is analogical to God’s week. 

If our work and rest were identical to God’s work and rest,  

then we would work for six days and then rest forever! 

But our week is not identical to God’s week. 

Our cycle of weeks function as a continual reminder that a day is coming 

when we will enter into God’s rest. 

Exodus 31, like Exodus 20 emphasizes the connection with creation. 

The reason given for the Sabbath day is the creation of all things in six days. 

Because God rested on the seventh day, therefore we also must rest. 

Indeed, Exodus 31 declares that anyone who profanes the Sabbath must be put to death. 

(Read 31:14-17) 

 

This naturally raises the question of the continuing validity of the Sabbath. 

First, is the Sabbath still binding in the New Testament era? 

And second, if it is, why do Christians observe Sunday instead of Saturday? 

 

If the Sabbath is an eternal sign between God and Israel, 

then we should not be surprised to see some continuity between the OT and NT sign, 

because all of the signs of the OT point us to Christ, 

and through him to NT signs as well. 

 

Jesus is the new Israel. 

He is the King, Servant, and Messiah who fulfills all that Israel was called to do and be. 

Therefore when the Pharisees object to the disciples “breaking” the Sabbath, 

by plucking grain, 

Jesus replies that he is true son of David: 

“Have you not read what David did, when he was in need and was hungry, 

He and those who were with him; how he entered the house of God, 

In the time of Abiathar the high priest, ate the bread of the Presence, 

Which it is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, 

And also gave it to those who were with him?” 

At first glance, it looks like Jesus is merely using good casuistry, 

making a case that the disciples are doing that which is lawful, 
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using a good historical example–like any rabbi would do. 

But then Jesus adds: 

Mark 2:27-28. And he said unto them,  

The sabbath was made for man, and not man for the sabbath:  

Therefore the Son of man is Lord also of the sabbath. 

 

Jesus is telling them (and us) that he is the true Son of David–the Son of Man, 

who rules the Sabbath. 

Jesus is not merely making a legal statement about the law. 

He is saying something about himself and about the kingdom of God. 

How could David eat the Bread of the Presence? 

That was forbidden! 

Even if you suggest that David, as the anointed one, could eat of it, 

how could he give it to the men who were with him? 

Jesus is saying that the Law of God itself is not ultimate. 

The letter of the Law would have condemned David and his men, 

but Jesus insists that David was righteous in what he did. 

That is because as the Anointed One (the Messiah), 

David was the Son of Man–he was the heir of the kingdom of God. 

It was not simply that Abiathar had mercy on some hungry fellow– 

that is not Jesus point at all! 

Rather, the Anointed King–the Messiah–is God’s vicegerent. 

Because he speaks for God, therefore his word is law. 

This is why Jesus speaks with such authority in the Sermon on the Mount: 

“You heard that it was said...but I say to you.” 

 

So when Jesus says that he is Lord of the Sabbath, 

he is claiming to be the Anointed One, the Messiah, the Son of David. 

 

 

But there is a problem with the Sabbath. 

The Sabbath keeps coming around every week. 

Every week we have a sign of God’s rest. 

Every week we are reminded that God entered his rest on the seventh day. 

Every week we also rest from our labors. 

But then comes Sunday morning (remember that the Jews celebrated Saturday!) 

The first day of the week dawns,  

and we are no closer to that eschatological rest than we were last week. 

The seventh day, for the Jew, is an ever-recurring reminder  

that there must be another day. 

And that is the point of Hebrews 4. 

Hebrews 3-4 is an extended commentary on Psalm 95, 

which speaks of the need for the people of God to heed God’s voice “today,” 

lest they fail to enter God’s rest. 

God calls us to enter his rest–to believe his promises, and walk in his ways. 
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(Read 4:4-11) 

In Jesus there is another day. 

Because Jesus has entered God’s rest, 

there is therefore a sabbath-rest for the people of God. 

This sabbath-rest is the eschatological rest that the Sabbath was pointing us to. 

We enter God’s rest through Jesus Christ. 

And this is why we cannot observe the seventh-day Sabbath any longer. 

To observe the seventh day is to go backwards. 

It is to remain in bondage. 

Because Jesus was raised on the first day of the week (the eighth day), 

the first day of the new creation, 

therefore our day of rest and worship must be the first day of the week. 

 

That is why the apostles always gathered on the Lord’s Day–the first day of the week. 

Acts 20:7. And upon the first day of the week, when the disciples came together to break 

bread, Paul preached unto them, ready to depart on the morrow; and continued his speech until 

midnight. 1 Corinthians 16:2. Upon the first day of the week let every one of you lay by him in 

store, as God hath prospered him, that there be no gatherings when I come. Revelation 1:10. I 

was in the Spirit on the Lord's day, and heard behind me a great voice, as of a trumpet 

 

There is never any indication of the early Christians meeting on the seventh day. 

How could you possibly go back to the first creation? 

How could you go back to Moses when the new creation has dawned!? 

 

That is why Paul says in Colossians 2:16-17 

“Let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink,  

or with regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath.  

These are a shadow of the things to come, but the substance belongs to Christ.” 

 

 

 The whole OT liturgical calendar (festivals, new moons, and Sabbaths) 

is said to be a shadow of Christ. 

We’ve looked before at the feasts. 

The Passover (the Feast of Unleavened Bread) was a seven-day feast, 

but it pointed forward to the ultimate eighth day in Pentecost, 

because you calculated Pentecost by counting seven sevens  

from the Sabbath of Passover,  

and then celebrated Pentecost on the fiftieth day (49 + 1). 

Passover ends with Israel symbolically still in Egypt. 

At the end of Passover, you have heard the proclamation that Israel may go free, 

but it is only at Pentecost that Israel celebrates coming into the land. 

In this way, the Passover/Pentecost cycle demonstrated the need for an eighth day. 

Likewise, the Feast of Booths/Tabernacles was an eight day feast, 

with sacred assemblies on the first day and the eighth day of the feast. 

Circumcision was performed on the eighth day. 
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In other words, a person became part of the holy people of God on the eighth day. 

And priests were consecrated in a seven-day ritual, 

only beginning their priestly service on the eighth day. 

Likewise, those who were ceremonially unclean were only restored to the community 

on the eighth day. 

All of the OT pointed to the need for an eighth day. 

 

So as you can see, the Lord’s Day is not merely the continuation of the OT Sabbath. 

It is the fulfillment of the OT feasts. 

On the Lord’s Day we celebrate deliverance from bondage to sin and death  

(like Passover) 

On the Lord’s Day we celebrate the gift of the Holy Spirit in the new creation  

(Like Pentecost) 

On the Lord’s Day we enter the family of Christ’s church (through baptism). 

On the Lord’s Day we restore those who have been disciplined  

(if we ever need to exercise discipline,  

we will restore them publicly before the congregation on Sunday) 

 

The Lord’s Day is all of these things. 

But that should not obscure the fact that the Lord’s Day is also the Christian Sabbath. 

We saw earlier in Mark 2 that Jesus declares that he is Lord of the Sabbath. 

The Sabbath is made for man, not man for the Sabbath. 

The Sabbath is a gift from God to his creatures. 

Six days shall you labor and do all your work. 

You have six days to provide for your family: 

this includes your vocations and your recreations. 

Work, school, play–all the things that God has called you to do  

in his service are to be done in those six days. 

 

 

The seventh day–or for us, the eighth day– 

is a day in which we are to anticipate glory. 

It is an eschatological day. 

Next week we will focus on what that means practically. 

But I want to keep our eyes on the joy of this day. 

In a world where stress is the order of the day, 

God commands you to rest. 

In the midst of the miseries of this life,  

God calls you to rejoice in his gracious provision. 

I have a list of things to do that sometimes looks overwhelming. 

And God calls me to set that list aside for one day every week, 

and devote myself simply to worship him and rest from my labors. 

You may not think that I’m resting right now! 

But I am. 

You may think that the poor pastor has to work every Sunday, 
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But I don’t. 

Yes, preaching takes energy. 

It takes effort. 

But so does listening! 

Worship takes energy! 

Worship takes effort! 

 

You are called to come into the presence of God every Sunday with joy! 

If you are like me, then there are some Sundays where you don’t feel like it 

 

Some Sundays are great: 

You wake up in the morning  

and you relish the thought of spending the day in worship. 

Your kids are eager, your spouse is happy, and the whole day is a delight. 

 

But other Sundays are a little different... ! 

You drag yourself out of bed,  

the kids are grouchy, your spouse is a bear, and the whole day is a drag. 

 

Remember the Sabbath. 

Remember how God created all things in the space of six days, 

and how he rested on the seventh day, 

blessing that day and setting it apart for you to rest and worship him. 

Remember how God sent his only begotten Son 

to die on the cross, and rest in the grave for that final Sabbath, 

arising from the dead on the First Day of the New Creation! 

Remember how God sent his Holy Spirit on the first day of the week, 

that first Pentecost Sunday, in order to give us new life. 

 

Sure, I can make some suggestions for your family: 

don’t stay up late Saturday night; 

spend Saturday evening in family worship, preparing for the Lord’s Day; 

prepare whatever you can on Saturday evening, so Sunday morning isn’t rushed. 

 

And make a point of spending Sunday with God’s people. 

 As God has welcomed you, welcome others. 

 Show hospitality – and not just to you best friends. 

  The word for hospitality in Greek has to do with the love of strangers. 

  Invite someone new over for dinner! 

 

But all of the best advice in the world cannot do anything about your heart! 

Remember the Sabbath. 

Remember that glorious eschatological rest that awaits us in Christ! 

Remember that each Sunday you get a brief foretaste of that glory, 

as you are called to set aside the cares of the week, 
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turn away from your self-centered focus,  

and spend the day simply and solely in the service of your creator and redeemer. 

 

And so let me ask you: 

 

 103.   Q.  What does God require in the fourth commandment? 

  A.  First, that the ministry of the gospel and the schools be maintained and that, especially on 

the day of rest, I diligently attend the church of God to hear God's Word, to use the sacraments, 

to call publicly upon the LORD, and to give Christian offerings for the poor. Second, that all the 

days of my life I rest from my evil works, let the LORD work in me through His Holy Spirit, and 

so begin in this life the eternal sabbath.  

 


