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Text 
Then the LORD said to Moses, 

13 
"Say to the Israelites, 'You must observe my Sabbaths. This will be a sign 

between me and you for the generations to come, so you may know that I am the LORD, who makes you 

holy. 
14 

"'Observe the Sabbath, because it is holy to you. Anyone who desecrates it must be put to death; 

whoever does any work on that day must be cut off from his people. 
15 

For six days, work is to be done, but 

the seventh day is a Sabbath of rest, holy to the LORD. Whoever does any work on the Sabbath day must be 

put to death. 
16 

The Israelites are to observe the Sabbath, celebrating it for the generations to come as a 

lasting covenant. 
17 

It will be a sign between me and the Israelites forever, for in six days the LORD made 

the heavens and the earth, and on the seventh day he abstained from work and rested.'" 
18 

When the LORD 

finished speaking to Moses on Mount Sinai, he gave him the two tablets of the Testimony, the tablets of 

stone inscribed by the finger of God. 

 

Introduction 
What is the Sabbath?  It’s this Hebrew concept of ceasing from work on the 

seventh day of the week.  We saw the pattern established by God in Genesis 2 at the 

creation.  And it keeps coming up again and again.  Already in Exodus we’ve dealt with 

the topic a number of times.  There was ch. 16 where the manna was to be collected six 

days a week, but not on the seventh.  Remember that?  And we talked about the 

connection between resting and trusting.  We dealt with the Sabbath in the Ten 

Commandments in Exodus 20; it was commandment number four and we talked about 

the simple rhythm it provides.  Sabbath came up again in the legal code of ch. 23 when 

we talked about the calendar of grace.  We see it here in ch. 31 and it will come up again 

in ch. 35.  This was obviously a big deal. 

I’ll try to not preach the same sermon again and ask what unique aspects of the 

Sabbath are highlighted here.  I think the new emphasis we get this time is that Sabbath-

keeping was a sign of the Sinai covenant, like circumcision was a sign of the Abrahamic 

covenant.  It was to be one of the marks of the people of God that set them apart from the 

nations around them.  “This will be a sign between me and you for the generations to 

come, so you may know that I am the Lord, who makes you holy [set-apart, sanctified]” 

(v. 13); in other words this will be one of the primary distinguishing features that shows a 

difference between you and the rest of the world. 

What sets Christians apart from non-Christians?  This is a very important question 

to think through.  You may want to answer by pointing to some form of moral distinction 

– Christians act differently: Christians are honest, Christians abide by a certain sexual 
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ethic, Christians are kind.  But that won’t work because there are non-Christians who are 

honest and kind and there are Christians who morally fail.  And when you identify the 

distinction this way you essentially define Christianity as a lifestyle.  It’s not.  It’s a 

lifeboat.  It’s about salvation/redemption, not behavior improvement. 

Similarly, you may also be tempted to state the difference between Christians and 

non-Christians in terms like, “Christians are people who do something with their lives; 

whose lives count.”  But that won’t work either because there are many great men and 

women who accomplish great things for the good of the world who are not Christians; 

they tireless give themselves to great causes.  And there are many Christians who live and 

die in obscurity doing very small (some might say mundane) things.  It’s gotta be 

something else. 

As we look at today’s text, in short what we’ll see is just this: what distinguishes 

God’s people is not so much their work, but how they rest in God’s work. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Tabernacle Construction 

Over the last few weeks as we’ve gone through Exodus we’ve been looking at the 

Tabernacle.  We’ve seen what’s in a Tabernacle, what is a Tabernacle, what’s around a 

Tabernacle, who goes into a Tabernacle, what else is needed for a Tabernacle, and last 

week who builds a Tabernacle.  Today we’re looking essentially at how that Tabernacle 

is to be built. 

There’s a reason why the Sabbath is brought up again right here.  God has just 

given the plans and equipped the people to begin construction on this grand project.  

Bezalel and his team may feel obliged or excused to work on the Tabernacle non-stop.  In 

reiterating the seriousness of the Sabbath command here God makes clear that, as one 

commentator puts it, “no-one was permitted to say either that the abnormal circumstances 

of their wilderness life or the exceptional nature of the work in hand allowed adjustments 

to be made.  As ever, God’s work must be done in God’s way.”
1
  The builders of the 

Tabernacle couldn’t work 7 days a week. 

Why?  They had to be reminded that they weren’t really the ones accomplishing 

something great.  By putting down their tools and sitting on their hands every seventh day 

they were being reminded that their work wasn’t what made them unique.  Their artistic 

and architectural artifacts is not what brought validity to their culture.  It was God who 

made them holy, not their efforts.  They needed to just rest in that, enjoy God’s Sabbaths. 

 Andrea and I go through a Bible Reading Plan together every year.  It’s 

something to be thinking about as the New Year is just around the corner.  I’ll send an 

email out this week with links to different plans you can use.  It’s a great discipline to 

cultivate with many pay offs.  Oftentimes something cool happens like what happened to 

me this week.  I’ve been mulling over last week’s sermon about the Spirit filling Bezalel 

to equip him to build the Tabernacle and then this week’s sermon about how he and his 

workers were to be sure to still take a Sabbath.  And on Friday I was scheduled to read 

Ps. 127: 

 

Unless the Lord builds the house, its builders labor in vain. 

Unless the Lord watches over the city, the watchmen stand guard in vain. 
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In vain you rise early and stay up late, toiling for food to eat – 

for he grants sleep to those he loves. 

 

This was written by Solomon who built the Temple (the permanent Tabernacle). 

 Then right after reading that my plan had me turn to Zechariah 4 and there I read 

these words: 

 

“Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,” says the Lord Almighty. 

 

This was the word of the Lord to Zerubbabel, who re-built the Temple after the 

Babylonians destroyed it in 586 B.C. 

Bezalel and Solomon and Zerubbabel and all the people involved had a great 

work to do.  But it was to be done in the Spirit’s power.  And it was to be done at a 

limited pace, with regular times of rest.  In this way they were to realize that getting their 

work done was not the main thing.  God was accomplishing his purposes through them.  

They were to find their significance in this. 

 

Christian Ministry 

There’s a great principle here for Christians in their ministries: in their 

evangelism, in their utilization of their spiritual gifts in the body, and in their exercise of 

their vocations in the world.  We have the gracious privilege to be a part of a great work.  

But the people of God in their Spirit-filled task of living for Christ, should not make that 

their obsession.  When is it an obsession?  When you can’t walk away; when you can’t 

pull back or pull out, especially in regular rhythms of rest. 

For me: can I go on vacation for two weeks and trust the church will still be here 

when I get back?  If it comes to the place where no one pays me to preach could I be 

happy working another job to provide for my family and still study the Bible and share it 

with people with enthusiasm?  I wrote in our family Christmas letter this year that I 

entered my “sixth year pastoring at Immanuel… [and] it has been the hardest one in some 

ways.  We sent out a core group this summer to plant another church in the city, but due 

to a variety of factors that effort fell through.  We’ve learned many things through it all, 

most importantly that it is good to fail and realize again the core of the Christian message 

– It’s not about what we do for God, but what he has done for us in Christ.” 

 For you: has your work overtaken you?  Your religious duties or your secular 

duties?  So God has given you certain spiritual gifts.  Have they become an idol, 

something you have to use all the time and be recognized for?  I’ve heard many people 

talk this way (including myself recently) – “I have these gifts and they must be used.”  

Yes and no.  You are not your gifts.  So God has called you to be a chef, to do it well, 

artfully, to serve people by making delicious, nutritious, and interesting foods.  Is it 

something you do or who you are?  In other words, has this become what you primarily 

find your identity in and when people like your food and critics praise you you feel high 

and when the restaurant is empty and a dish flops you are low? 

What happens when you are unemployed?  Are you lost?  My friend Lewie Clark 

says that “suffering in the life of a disciple is the evidence of where and how God is at 

work in his life.”  I think particularly of the suffering of failure, when you realize that you 

are not omnicompetent.  At that point God is working on you, testing you to see where 
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you find your security.  The thing that sets Christians apart from everyone else is that 

they are continually coming back to finding their identity in Christ.  Where do you go 

when the voices, external or in your head, accuse you that you aren’t good enough and 

haven’t done enough?  Do you resolve to do better?  Do you defend yourself by pointing 

to things you’ve done?  Or do you claim Christ? 

What distinguishes God’s people is not so much their work, but how they 

rest in God’s work.  Phil Ryken describes sabbatical living this way: “We stop working 

and instead rest in God’s peace.  We stop producing and rest in God’s provision.  We 

stop accomplishing and rest in our identity in Christ.  We stop acquiring and rest in God’s 

care.  We stop worrying and rest in God’s sovereignty.”
2
  A good way to think about this 

is to imagine your own funeral.  What eulogies do you daydream about?  I don’t want 

people to console themselves by recollecting all my accomplishments.  I don’t want to 

live so that people will think I was a great man.  I want to live in such a way that people 

knew I believed in a great God.  I want Christ to be preached at my funeral, not for 

Nathan to be praised, because he is all I have.  I hope and trust that God will have used 

my life for good, but that is not what marks me off as a Christian. 

There is problem with lethargy and apathy, but those problems can be solved if 

people really get radical grace; they can’t help but be moved.  There’s also an equal 

danger among us of triumphalism.  A recent magazine advertisement for a Christian 

college said, “What the world needs now is…  You.”
3
  We talk a lot about changing the 

world.  Christians have to remember that we are not ushering in God’s Kingdom, we are 

not bringing the Kingdom, we are not even expanding the Kingdom.  We are receiving a 

Kingdom (cf. Heb. 12:28).  God’s rule and reign has broken into our world by his grace.  

We have been brought into it through no work of our own and we cannot confuse our 

Spirit-empowered work in it with our status as citizens of it. 

 

Space and Time 

We’ve noted so many parallels between this Tabernacle account and the Creation 

account.  Today’s text starts off with the seventh “And the Lord said” of this Tabernacle 

narrative, echoing the repeated refrain of Genesis 1.  God did his creation in six days and 

rested on the seventh (it’s even highlighted here); now we read that Bezalel and his crew 

were to do their work the same way.  And as we’ve seen, “the tabernacle [itself] is a 

microcosm of the created order, a parcel of edenic splendor established amid the chaos of 

the world,” as Peter Enns calls it.  “[Therefore] the Sabbath is not just a reminder of the 

original creation in Genesis 1 and 2, but a reminder of God’s re-creation of the cosmos in 

the tabernacle.”
4
  God’s new creation is breaking in to this fallen world. 

 And we can think of it this way: the Tabernacle = holy space; the Sabbath = holy 

time.  Peter Enns puts it this way, “By building the tabernacle and setting apart one day in 

seven, God is truly recreating heaven in space and time….  By entering the tabernacle, 

Israel entered God’s house; by keeping the Sabbath, Israel entered God’s rest.”
5
  The 

Sabbath was “a tabernacle in time,” as Göran Larsson calls it.
6
  So we see here in this 

narrative is that God was injecting into our fallen world a geographical space that was 

marked off and where God’s people would meet with God.  And we see that God was 

claiming a section of time that was marked off where God’s people would participate in 

God’s rest.  Isn’t this a picture of the inbreaking of God’s salvation in space and time. 
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 This is who God is and what he does.  He’s not an impersonal code of conduct.  

He is not merely a distant law-giver who gives us ethical principles to follow and thereby 

ascend to him.  He’s not an esoteric idea or a God far off.  He is a God who brings his 

salvation in history.  He is a God who descends to us with his salvation and calls us into 

it. 

 And this is what Christmas is about, is it not?  It’s not just a nostalgic idea or a 

fuzzy feeling.  It’s not just a season to do good and be generous.  It’s a time to remember 

that God came down, that his Kingdom has irrupted into our space-time continuum for 

real.  With Christ’s birth in Bethlehem “while Quirinius was governor of Syria” (Lk. 2:2) 

we celebrate that God’s salvation has entered space and time to accomplish for us in his 

work what we could never accomplish for ourselves.  Did you ever wonder why God 

came as a baby at Christmas and didn’t just come down on a Friday as an adult human 

and prove to everyone that he was divine and then die as a substitute for our sins?  He 

was living a whole human life for us, doing what we should do but can’t.  Tullian 

Tchividjian puts it this way: 

 

The Gospel is the good news that God’s Kingdom has come from heaven 

to earth in the person of Jesus.  This includes all that he accomplished by 

living a perfect life (fullfilling the law – what theologians call his active 

obedience), all that he accomplished by his substitutionary death (breaking 

the curse of sin and absorbing the Father’s wrath – what theologians call 

his passive obedience) and all that he accomplished by being raised from 

the dead (conquering death and thereby guaranteeing the eventual renewal 

of all things).
7
 

 

 It’s God’s work in Christ on our behalf that is our salvation.  It’s his whole life 

lived, not ours that stands as our defense before the judgment seat of God.  The Holy 

Spirit monergistically unites us to Christ to bring us to life.  That is salvation.  It’s not 

trying to be like Christ.  It’s not the work we do in the Spirit’s power for Christ that saves 

us.  It’s Christ’s work alone. 

 

The Lord’s Day 

He will build his church (Mt. 16:18) and expand his kingdom and it will spread to 

one day take over the whole world for all time at his return, not just a subset of space and 

time, but until then Christians still need one day a week that’s set aside to remember 

Christ’s work and enjoy the benefits of his inaugurated New Creation.  That is Sunday, 

the Lord’s Day.  The New Testament shifts the weekly observance from the seventh day 

to the first day, the day that Christ arose from the dead, the day the early church gathered 

to eat the Lord’s Table (Acts 20:7) and give their tithes and offerings (1Cor. 16:2).  The 

documents are clear that this was a day Christians set aside to remember Christ’s work.  

Justin Martyr said, “Sunday is the day on which we all hold our communion assembly 

because Jesus Christ, our Savior, on the same day arose from the dead.”
8
  Even non-

Christians observed this distinction about these people and wrote about it in their 

documents. 

Sunday observance is not a religious work that Christians do, but rather a 

demonstration of their faith in what Christ has done.  It’s a time to cease work and be 
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reminded of Christ’s work on our behalf.  In all of our Spirit-prompted and empowered 

efforts to live for Christ in this world, Christians need to take Sundays off in order to be 

ministered to.  John Calvin said it this way: 

 

The [Christian] Sabbath should be to us a tower whereon we should mount 

aloft to contemplate afar the works of God, when we are not occupied nor 

hindered by any thing besides, from stretching forth all our faculties in 

considering the gifts and graces which He has bestowed on us.  And if we 

properly apply ourselves to do this on the Sabbath, it is certain that we 

shall be no strangers to it during the rest of our time and that this 

meditation shall have so formed our minds, that on Monday, and the other 

days of the week, we shall abide in the grateful remembrance of our God.
9
 

 

 This is a day to know that the Lord is God, to remember what he has done in 

space and time to save a people for himself and to live in anticipation of that never-

ending day when we will be fully and forever in God’s New Creation.  I hope you will 

cherish the Lord’s Day as a day of rest – stop studying, stop house cleaning, stop logging 

in to work, just rest in God’s work.  And gather with God’s people to hear his about this 

work through the Word and at the Table.  Read spiritually edifying books.  Have special 

times as a family praying or reading Scripture.  Set aside the whole day.  For much of 

church history there has been a morning Sunday service and an evening one.  We try to 

do that with our Sunday morning services here and Sunday Evening Prayer Meetings 

from 6:00 – 7:30 PM at our house.  If you can, come. 

 If God has called you to a field of service that performs works of necessity that 

won’t take days off, like working at a hospital, and you have to miss Sunday morning 

from time to time, you can at least still gather with God’s people on Sunday nights at 

Prayer Meeting.  We were thinking of you when we chose that day and time. 

 For others who can, fight for your Sundays off.  Use it as an opportunity for 

Christian witness.  This will set you apart from the world.  Not as a goody two-shoes who 

is self-righteous, but as a sinner who loves to gather to worship her Savior, Jesus.  And 

remember: Christians aren’t different from the world to feel better and be isolated.  

Setting apart Sundays isn’t just to make you quarantined from the world.  We are called 

in to be sent out.  Are you afraid of getting too “Christianized”?  Some people don’t want 

to make a break and say it’s so that they can be missional but I’ve never seen it work.  

Others make a clean break and get trapped in a Christian bubble that foments pride.  But 

if the Lord’s Day is doing its work and you are learning more about God’s work for you 

you will be energized to go out into the world. 

What do we make of the stern warnings found in today’s passage against breaking 

the Sabbath commands, namely the death penalty?  This is a civil aspect of the law that is 

no longer binding on the non-national church.  But the corollary is 

excommunication/church discipline.  If there are those who claim the name of Christian, 

but disregard the Lord’s Day, fail to regularly gather with God’s people to hear again the 

great works of God in Christ, then those people, after warnings and pleadings should be 

dis-fellowshipped, that is, recognized as non-Christians because this is what they are 

essentially saying.  They are living as if something else is their identity other than Christ.  
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What distinguishes God’s people is not so much their work, but how they rest in 

God’s work. 

 

Conclusion 

Our section today ends with Moses receiving the duplicate copies of the Ten 

Commandments which is a good place to end for the holidays because it sums up section 

started in 24:12 when God called Moses up the mountain to receive the tablets of stone. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
“May you never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal. 6:14). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, December 19, 2010.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel Baptist Church is to be a multiplying 

community that enjoys and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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