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Exodus 23:10-19; 31:12-18; 35:1-3 Holy Time

Last week in the book of Exodus, we looked at the two chapters following the ten
commandments that as a section included a lot of rules for how to treat other people.
Now, remember that what is happening here in Exodus is that basically from chapter 19
through chapter 31 Moses is talking to God and receiving the law or the Mosaic
Covenant. While the 10 commandments form the foundation of the law, that was not the
full extent of it. God gave further instructions to show what he intended with certain of
his commands. Today, we want to look at three different passages in Exodus that deal
with the 4th commandment to keep the Sabbath day holy. We read the 4th
commandment in Exodus 20:8-11 °“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. ° Six
days you shall labor, and do all your work, '®but the seventh day is a Sabbath to

the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter,
your male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is
within your gates. "' For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea,
and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the
Sabbath day and made it holy. The three passages we will look at today begin with the
idea of sabbath, but we will see that in addition to regular sabbath rest, there were
other days and periods that God said were set apart or holy, dedicated to worship him
and enjoy his rest.

| want to start with the last place Exodus mentions holy time—Exodus 35:1-3: 35 Moses
assembled all the congregation of the people of Israel and said to them, “These are the
things that the LORD has commanded you to do. ?Six days work shall be done, but on
the seventh day you shall have a Sabbath of solemn rest, holy to the LORD. Whoever
does any work on it shall be put to death. *You shall kindle no fire in all your dwelling
places on the Sabbath day.” These verses appear before the instructions for building the
tabernacle, the center of Israel’s worship. And they come right after Moses received the
new tablets of the covenant law, the T0 Commandments. We will discuss the reason for
this need for a second set of tablets in a few weeks. This short three verse reminder
about Sabbath may seem out of place sandwiched between these events. But it
demonstrates how central Sabbath observance was to Israel’s covenant relationship
with God. The reason for its significance was that it would be the regular outward way
that would be clear to everyone that you were at least attempting to keep the covenant
to bring glory to God. This weekly observance made clear what could not always be seen
in the other commandments—whether a person was truly honoring the Lord. Even the
smallest act, such as lighting a fire, revealed their loyalty to the covenant and to the
Lord of the Sabbath. Now, we do not believe the Sabbath command transfers to Sunday
as a “Christian Sabbath.” Rather, it is fulfilled in Christ, who is Lord of the Sabbath in
Matt. 12:8. Yet the principle remains: God’s people are expected to visibly set apart a
day for worship, celebrating the rest we have in Christ together with other believers.
From Pentecost onward, the church gathered on the first day of the week, the day of
Christ’s resurrection. And when we look at the New Testament, there is a clear
expectation that those who truly follow Christ will gather with the Body of Christ to exalt
Christ by living out all the “one another” commands of the New Testament. Hebrews
10:24-25 makes this clear when it says, 24 And let us consider how to stir up one
another to love and good works, 25 not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of
some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.
So, am | saying missing a service means breaking the fourth commandment? No. But if
you rarely gather with Christ’s body, you are sending the message that you are not



living in covenant fellowship with the Lord of the Sabbath. To follow Christ is normally to
actively participate as a member of a local church. For Israel, failing to keep the Sabbath
meant death. For us, neglecting the Lord’s Day may not harm us physically, but it will
certainly harm us spiritually.

Now let’s turn to the second passage in Exodus that deals with Sabbath, Exodus 23:10-
19. Verses 10-13 describe Sabbath not only in terms of days but also years: '° “For six
years you shall sow your land and gather in its yield, ' but the seventh year you shall let
it rest and lie fallow, that the poor of your people may eat; and what they leave the
beasts of the field may eat. You shall do likewise with your vineyard, and with your olive
orchard. '?“Six days you shall do your work, but on the seventh day you shall rest; that
your ox and your donkey may have rest, and the son of your servant woman, and the
alien, may be refreshed. ™ “Pay attention to all that | have said to you, and make no
mention of the names of other gods, nor let it be heard on your lips. The Sabbath
principle touches every sphere—land, animals, workers, and families. Nothing is exempt
from God’s call to rest. What may not have made sense to Israel, now makes sense
agriculturally to us. Even rice farmers in Japan will let a rice paddy lie fallow after 2-3
years or practice some sort of crop rotation to replenish the nutrients in the soil. But
God’s command was not mainly about better crops. It was to emphasize that sabbath
rest is for the benefit of people, animals, and even the poor who would benefit from the
unharvested produce. This is a point that those who emphasize a Christian Sabbath
sometimes fail to understand. If the Sabbath is primarily about not doing a list of things,
rather than doing things that restore and refresh us then | think you have missed the
point of the Sabbath. Jesus confirmed this in Mark 2:27... “The Sabbath was made for
man, not man for the Sabbath.” But just as we have seen in the previous passage, to
keep the Sabbath shows in a very public way your desire to participate in the covenant.
Neighbors would notice when fields lay fallow or when workers and animals rested. It is
likely that this would have been done on rotating years, not everyone at the same time,
so one neighbor could see that another neighbor was following this command in a
particular year. Sabbath obedience showed loyalty to God, just as verse 13 warns Pay
attention to all that | have said to you, and make no mention of the names of other
gods, nor let it be heard on your lips. To worship God meant exalting His nhame alone,
and Sabbath was a visible way of declaring that allegiance and following not just the 4th
commandment but the first 2 commandments as well. Keeping the Sabbath showed your
desire to worship only God. And it also showed your desire to show love to others in
worship of God as well. We see this in that the fallow fields would benefit the poor and
even the wild animals. And in the fact that the employees would benefit from the day of
sabbath rest each week as well.

The passage then shifts from Sabbath rest to Sabbath feasts in verses 14-19. "““Three
times in the year you shall keep a feast to me. '° You shall keep the Feast of Unleavened
Bread. As | commanded you, you shall eat unleavened bread for seven days at the
appointed time in the month of Abib, for in it you came out of Egypt. None shall appear
before me empty-handed. ® You shall keep the Feast of Harvest, of the firstfruits of
your labor, of what you sow in the field. You shall keep the Feast of Ingathering at the
end of the year, when you gather in from the field the fruit of your labor. '’ Three times
in the year shall all your males appear before the Lord Gob. *“You shall not offer the
blood of my sacrifice with anything leavened, or let the fat of my feast remain until the
morning. "° “The best of the firstfruits of your ground you shall bring into the house of



the LORD your God. “You shall not boil a young goat in its mother's milk. Remember, the
point just made in verse 13 is that all of this points to our commitment to worship God
alone. And these festivals were not just meals but acts of corporate worship. Notice
verse 17 makes this clear that these are times to “appear before the Lord God,”
probably by household since it mentions the men. But the whole community gathered
before God, and brought the best of their harvests and celebrated His provision. Each
feast carried specific instructions: unleavened bread with the Passover lamb, firstfruits
offered to God, and the rejection of mixing any pagan worship practices such as boiling
a goat in its mother’s milk, with the worship of God. The point is clear: God’s people
were to worship Him alone and not mix His worship with idolatry. And while the focus
was worship, there was joy in these feasts. Passover recalled God’s salvation from
Egypt. The harvest of crops marked the completion of long months of work. These were
seasons of joy, but joy rooted in worship. As John Piper often says, our greatest joy is
found in giving God the greatest glory. Israel’s celebrations pointed ahead to the joy of
God’s New Covenant people exalting Christ together. Notice too the link between
worship and giving. Israel brought the best of their crops. In the New Testament we give
generously out of joy in Christ. Paul commends the Macedonian believers, who gave
beyond their means because of their “abundance of joy” in 2 Cor. 8:2. True Sabbath
worship includes generous, joyful giving. Finally, these celebrations were not private but
communal. Whole families and neighbors gathered together before the Lord. In the same
way, Christians find their joy not in isolated rest but in gathered worship. We don’t keep
Sabbath laws to earn favor, but we celebrate the rest we have in Christ by exalting Him
together as His church.

But finally, we are left with one final passage that deals with the Sabbath, Exodus
31:12-18. Let’s read these verses. ' And the LORD said to Moses, °“You are to speak
to the people of Israel and say, ‘Above all you shall keep my Sabbaths, for this is a sign
between me and you throughout your generations, that you may know that I, the LORD,
sanctify you. '*You shall keep the Sabbath, because it is holy for you. Everyone who
profanes it shall be put to death. Whoever does any work on it, that soul shall be cut off
from among his people. '° Six days shall work be done, but the seventh day is a Sabbath
of solemn rest, holy to the LORD. Whoever does any work on the Sabbath day shall be
put to death. '° 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 the heavens and
the earth, and on the seventh day he rested and was refreshed.”” "® And he gave to
Moses, when he had finished speaking with him on Mount Sinai, the two tablets of the
testimony, tablets of stone, written with the finger of God. | wanted to end with this
passage, because it clearly demonstrates the importance of this 4th command to
Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. If you remember, the last passage in Exodus
that we started with Exodus 35:1-3 followed after receiving the two replacement stone
tablets. This passage is where Moses receives the initial two stone tablets with the 10
commandments written on them. Again we will discuss the reason for two sets of tablets
later, but the important point to see is that again, God’s final word to Moses and
therefore to the people is the importance of the Sabbath and the seriousness of
breaking the sabbath. It is generally true whatever a person says last carries significant
weight:--it is many times the most important point they are making that they want you to
remember. And God seems to want us to keep the Sabbath. Why? "It is a sign forever
between me and the people of Israel:-- As | have now pointed out in all three passages,



Sabbath was a visible sign that Israel belonged to Him. In the New Testament,
circumcision became debated as a mark of God’s people, but here God placed the focus
on Sabbath rest as the covenant sign of being on of God’s own. And this passage makes
clear that what makes us God’s people - what makes us right with him- is being made
holy by him. The primary point was not simply rest but sanctification. As we read in
verse 13, “that you may know that I, the LORD, sanctify you”. To be sanctified is to be
made holy, without sin. And without holiness, we remain separated from God and under
His wrath. Isaiah 59:2 tells us, but your iniquities have made a separation between you
and your God, and your sins have hidden his face from you so that he does not hear.
And all of us have sinned and fall short of the glory of God...Romans 3:23. That sin
places us under God’s wrath. Ephesians 2:3 says3 among whom we all once lived in the
passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the flesh and the mind, and were by
nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. But the good news is that in Christ,
God has done what we could not. Ephesians 2 continues in verse 4... 4 But God, being
rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 5 even when we were
dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been
saved— 6 and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in
Christ Jesus, 7 so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his
grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. 8 For by grace you have been saved
through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9 not a result of
works, so that no one may boast. So all the Sabbath keeping in the world without God
sanctifying us, would not make us right with God, it would not restore the relationship
with him broken by our sin. But God gave us what we did not deserve, and we call that
grace, and saved us from the penalty of our sin. That is possible because in Christ we
are sanctified, made holy. 1Corinthians 6:11 says, But you were washed, you were
sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of
our God. So, the people of Israel were not sanctified by keeping the Sabbath and we are
not sanctified by going to church. They were saved from their sin and made holy by
believing that God would provide a savior and we are saved and sanctified by believing
in that Savior - Jesus Christ. And now, we don’t gather to gain sanctification, but we
gather to celebrate our sanctification, this righteousness and holiness we have because
of the Sabbath rest that we have in our Savior Jesus Christ. We still recognize and set
aside holy time on the Lord’s Day not in response to a command, but in response to a
Savior who died in our place and rose again to give us a better covenant and an eternal
sabbath rest found only in him. Let’s pray.



