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!
“WHAT THE SABBATH SIGNIFIES”!!

I. Introduction !
A. This is the fourth place in the book of Exodus where the Sabbath is 

discussed.  !
1. The first came in chapter 16 in the context of gathering the manna.  !
2. The second was in chapter 20 as part of the Ten Commandments.  !
3. And the third was in chapter 23 as part of the law code that is given 

in that section of Exodus.  !
4. The fact that God keeps repeating the Sabbath command makes it 

clear that this is a matter of great importance.  !
5. God wants us to stop and think about this.  !
6. He wants us to ask, ‘Why does he keep talking about the Sabbath?’  !

B. The importance of the Sabbath is further underscored by the fact that this 
passage is the very last part of the instructions that God gave to Moses 
while meeting with him on top of Mount Sinai.  !
1. Even in ordinary life, we often reserve our parting words for the 

things that are really important.  !
2. When our children get old enough that we are comfortable leaving 

them on their own when we go on a date or something, the last 
thing we say when we go out the door is something important, 
something like, ‘And remember, don’t burn the house down.’  !

3. There was a reason why God’s instructions about the construction 
of the tabernacle concluded with these words about the importance 
of keeping the Sabbath. !



Exodus 31:12-18 (a.m.)!
Exposition of Exodus, #49!

Page "  of "2 12 Grace PC, Laconia (5/17/15)!
Rev. Andy Wilson

4. There was a close connection between the tabernacle and the 
Sabbath.  !

5. While the tabernacle was the place that was set apart for worship, 
the Sabbath was the time that was set apart for worship.  !

6. As we have studied the tabernacle over the past couple of months, 
we have seen that it pointed to Christ in many remarkable ways.  !

7. Today, as we consider what these verses have to say about the 
Sabbath, we will see that it too was a sign that pointed to things 
that find their ultimate fulfillment in Christ.  !

8. In this text we see that the Sabbath was a sign of sanctification, a 
sign of rest, and a sign of the end.  !

II. A Sign of Sanctification !
A. God begins these instructions about the Sabbath with the words, “Above 

all.”  !
1. Once again, God underscores that the Sabbath is very important.  !
2. The reason why it is so important is because it is a sign.  !
3. The Sabbath is not an end in itself.  !
4. It points to something else.  !
5. It is a symbol of God’s promises.  !
6. God tells Moses that the Sabbath is a sign of his promise to sanctify 

his people.  !
7. The word ‘sanctify’ means ‘set apart as holy.’  !
8. The Sabbath is set apart as a holy day in order to remind us of 

God’s promise to provide the holiness that we need if we are to 
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draw near to him and enjoy fellowship with him.  !
9. That promise of sanctification is absolutely essential to our 

salvation.  !
10. We cannot sanctify ourselves.  !
11. There is nothing that we can do to make ourselves acceptable to 

God. !
12. We need God to sanctify us.  !

B. The Sabbath still functions as a sign of sanctification under the new 
covenant.  !
1. When we gather together for worship on the Lord’s Day, we look to 

Jesus Christ as the source of our sanctification.  !
2. When we set Sunday apart, we testify to the fact that we have been 

set apart by God to be his peculiar people.  !
3. We do not belong to this passing age.  !
4. We belong to God’s kingdom, a kingdom that, unlike all the 

kingdoms of this world, cannot be shaken.  !
5. We set apart the Lord’s Day in order to remind ourselves that we 

are waiting for God to bring us into the blessed inheritance that we 
have in his kingdom.  !

C. The Sabbath is an important sign for us as Christians because it is one of 
the key ways in which we are differentiated from the people of the world.  !
1. Neglect of the Sabbath invariably leads to neglect of the Christian 

religion.  !
2. God has not given us the Sabbath in order to burden us but to bless 

us.  !
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3. He gives it to us in order to help us set aside time for those things 
that are so important but are also so easy to neglect.  !

4. The Lord’s Day creates space for activities that can easily get 
squeezed out of our schedules on the other days of the week.  !

5. Above all, Sunday is the day to gather together with God’s people 
so that we can worship the Lord and have our faith nourished by 
God’s appointed means.  !

6. It is also the day to do those things that you know you should be 
doing every day but may not always get around to doing — such as 
reading your Bible, reading good Christian books, praying, 
catechizing your children, getting together for fellowship with 
other Christians, and visiting those who are homebound or in 
nursing homes.  !

D. A commitment to setting Sunday apart will affect your relationships with 
the non-Christians in your life.  !
1. To your non-Christian neighbors, Sunday is simply the second half 

of the weekend.  !
2. They devote Sunday to recreation, to family get-togethers, to home 

improvement projects, to events that support charitable causes.  !
3. We can sometimes feel a pull to neglect corporate worship in order 

to join our non-Christian family and friends in these kinds of 
pursuits.  !

4. But if we give in to that pull, we are missing out on a great 
opportunity. !

5. If you set Sunday apart by making corporate worship your chief 
priority, you are making a statement about where your ultimate 
loyalty lies. !

6. You are telling the world that your true home, your true family, 
your true rest, your true satisfaction is not in the things of this life 
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but in the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ.  !
III. A Sign of Rest !

A. In addition to being a sign of sanctification, the Sabbath is also a sign of 
rest.  !
1. God reiterates to Moses that the people were not to do any work on 

the Sabbath.  !
2. We rest from our work on the Sabbath because God rested from his 

work of creating the world on the first Sabbath day.  !
3. We do not rest from work because there is something bad about 

work. !
4. We rest from our ordinary labors because of the theological 

significance of work.  !
5. Remember, the Sabbath is not an end in itself but is a sign.  !
6. That being the case, we need to think about what work signifies if 

we are going to understand the meaning of the Sabbath.  !
7. All of the work that we do is rooted in God’s command for Adam 

and Eve to fill, subdue, and rule over the earth.  !
8. Adam was given the job of subduing the earth as God’s image-

bearer, and once he completed that task he would be able to enter 
into God’s eternal Sabbath rest.  !

9. When Adam sinned against God he failed to accomplish that task, 
with the result that he and all of his offspring were barred from 
entering God’s rest.  !

10. But God graciously sent Jesus Christ to be the last Adam, the one 
who would succeed where Adam had failed.  !
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11. Jesus perfectly obeyed the will of his Father.  !
12. He carried out the task that was assigned to him, and he did so as 

the covenant representative of all who look to him in faith.  !
13. This is why we can only receive the promise of entering God’s rest 

by placing our faith in Christ.  !
B. I hope that you can see that the Sabbath is a sign of the gospel.  !

1. The Sabbath tells us that we cannot enter into God’s rest, into God’s 
eternal kingdom, by our own efforts.  !

2. We have to rest from our works and allow God to do his work in 
us.  !

3. We have to cease from all of our attempts to placate God and from 
all of our attempts to earn his favor.  !

4. We can only enter God’s rest through faith in Christ.  !
5. To those who are burdened by the weight of the law and the 

crushing demands that it places upon us as a covenant of works, 
Jesus says this:  “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, 
and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from 
me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 
your souls.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” (Mt. 
11:28–30)  !

6. As Christians, we have been set free from the heavy yoke of having 
to earn God’s favor by our performance of his law.  !

7. We have come to Christ and have received God’s rest not as wages 
earned but as a freely given gift.  !

8. And having received this gift, we show our gratitude by submitting 
to Christ’s yoke, following God’s law as a rule of life but not as the 
way to earn life.  !
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C. When we understand the theological significance of work in connection 
with the Sabbath, we can see why Sabbath-breakers were subject to the 
death penalty in ancient Israel.  !
1. An Israelite who worked on the Sabbath was trying to enter God’s 

rest by his own efforts.  !
2. He was not ceasing from his works and letting God work in him.  !
3. Sabbath-breaking was symbolic of failing to trust God to provide 

what we need for salvation.  !
4. The Scriptures make it very clear that those who try to attain 

salvation by their works will be condemned.  !
5. As we read in Romans 3, “by works of the law no human being will 

be justified in [God’s] sight, since through the law comes 
knowledge of sin.” (v. 20)  !

6. Likewise in Galatians 3, “all who rely on works of the law are 
under a curse; for it is written, ‘Cursed be everyone who does not 
abide by all things written in the Book of the Law and do 
them.’” (v. 10)  !

7. In Israel, working on the Sabbath was symbolic of trying to enter 
God’s rest by works of the law.  !

D. The reason why Sabbath-breaking was punishable by death under the old 
covenant was that Israel was a theocracy.  !
1. There was no distinction between church and state under the old 

covenant.  !
2. The church was authorized to use the power of the sword to 

enforce God’s laws.  !
3. This is no longer the case under the new covenant.  !
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4. The church still has the power to enforce God’s ordinances, but this 
power is only spiritual in nature.  !

5. Under the new covenant, those who violate the terms of the 
covenant are not punished by the sword but by church censures.  !

6. Nevertheless, a day is coming when Jesus will return and punish 
all of his enemies with the sword of his mouth. (see Rev. 19:15, 21)  !

E. The Sabbath still functions as a sign of rest for God’s people today.  !
1. As we are told in Hebrews 4, “So then, there remains a Sabbath rest 

for the people of God, for whoever has entered God’s rest has also 
rested from his works as God did from his.” (vv. 9-10)  !

2. This means we should set Sunday apart by resting from the work 
that we do on the other days of the week to earn our living.  !

3. Of course, some Christians are employed in jobs that have to be 
done on Sundays, jobs that would fall under the category of what 
the Westminster Confession of Faith describes as “duties of 
necessity and mercy.”  !

4. Society would not be able to function if all of the police officers, 
soldiers, doctors, EMTs, and nurses took Sundays off.  !

5. It is also true that some Christians may be in work situations where 
the ability to take every Sunday off is beyond their control.  !

6. The key thing for us to see is that, as far as it depends on us, we 
should try to rest from our ordinary labors on Sunday.  !

7. In doing so, we allow the Sabbath to function as a sign of entering 
God’s rest not by our works but through faith in Christ.  !

IV. A Sign of the End !
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A. This brings us to the third thing that this passage teaches us about what 
the Sabbath signifies:  the Sabbath is a sign of the end.  !
1. God tells Moses, “Therefore the people of Israel shall keep the 

Sabbath, observing the Sabbath throughout their generations, as a 
covenant forever.  It is a sign forever between me and the people of 
Israel that in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, and on the 
seventh day he rested and was refreshed.’” !

2. The Sabbath is a sign forever.  !
3. It points to something that is eternal.  !
4. It tells us that life has a purpose, a goal, a point.  !
5. God’s rest on the seventh day was not the rest of exhaustion but the 

rest of completion.  !
6. It was the rest of a King sitting down on his throne to rule over the 

kingdom that he has subdued under his feet.  !
7. Our Sabbath-keeping testifies that we believe that God is Lord over 

all history and that he is bringing it to its appointed end.  !
8. God is the Grand Storyteller.  !
9. His story has a plot that will be brought to a perfect resolution.  !

B. There is a growing trend in our culture that I find very annoying, a trend 
that has to do with the way in which stories are told.  !
1. The best examples of this are some of the television series that are 

being made these days.  !
2. Several years ago, Jonelle and I invested many hours watching a 

popular T.V. show over a number of seasons.  !
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3. The show really held our interest because there was always some 
new plot twist. !

4. Things just kept getting more and more complex.  !
5. We would often look at each other after the end of an episode and 

say, ‘How in the world are they going to bring all of this to a point 
of resolution?’  !

6. Well, as it turned out, they didn’t bother to resolve all of those plot 
twists. !

7. The two-hour series finale that was so anticipated left so many 
things unresolved.  !

8. I don’t know about you, but I find this sort of thing extremely 
unsatisfying.  !

9. I expect storytellers to bring their stories to a point of resolution.  !
10. God is going to do that with the story of world history.  !
11. There really is a point, a goal, an end — and the Sabbath is a sign of 

that end.  !
C. When we place our trust in Christ for our salvation, there is a sense in 

which we immediately enter into the eternal Sabbath rest.  !
1. This is why the writer of Hebrews says that “we who have believed 

enter that rest.” (4:3)  !
2. By faith, we already participate in the blessings that Christ has 

secured by his completed work.  !
3. We do not enter into God’s rest by our own labors, but by the labors 

of another.  !
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4. At the same time, we have not yet entered into the fullness of God’s 
rest.  !

5. This is why it says this a few verses later in Hebrews 4:  “there 
remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God.” (v. 9)  !

6. We are still waiting to receive the imperishable inheritance that 
Christ has secured for his people.  !

7. We have the Holy Spirit as a guarantee of that inheritance, and by 
God’s power we are being guarded through faith for a salvation 
ready to be revealed in the last time, but we are still waiting to 
enter into the consummation of God’s Sabbath rest.  !

8. To put it in the terminology that we use to describe the application 
of Christ’s redemptive work to our lives, we have been justified, we 
are being sanctified, and we will be glorified.  !

9. Until we reach the final stage of salvation, until we are brought to 
the point of our glorification, the Sabbath continues to function as a 
sign that points ahead to that great day.  !

V. Conclusion !
A. God did not institute the Sabbath in order to make us miserable.  !

1. He did not tell us to rest from our ordinary, day-to-day, labors and 
activities because he wants to squelch our joy.  !

2. God gives us the Sabbath as a gift.  !
3. It is a sign of the gospel.  !
4. It is a foretaste of heaven.  !

B. Don’t let the Sabbath be a burden to you.  !
1. Call the Sabbath a delight.  !
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2. Set it apart as a sign of sanctification, a sign of rest, and a sign of the 
end.  
 


