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“Our contemporary culture has no idea what it means to experience the rest God intended. 
What’s even more tragic is this — Christians have also lost their way. Gregory Hall invites us to 
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Foreword 
 

What does it mean for God to “rest” (Genesis 2:2-3) and what does commandment four mean 

when it indicates that people should somehow be part of that “rest” (Exodus 20:8-11)? What did 

Sabbath observance require for the Israelites? Were the Jews of Jesus’ time reading it correctly? 

How do Jesus’ statements about the Sabbath enhance our understanding? What does Jesus mean 

when he offers to give “rest” (Matthew 11:28)? Should Christians be concerned about Sabbath 

observance today? 

So many questions! These are all legitimate inquiries and concern interpretation of Scripture, 

understanding the ancient world, theological issues, correlating Old Testament and New 

Testament, as well as considering modern appropriation and practice.  

Some Christians have developed extreme lists of requirements for observing Sabbath; others 

happily dismiss it as part of the Law that should be considered obsolete. Stepping into this flurry 

of confusion, Gregory D. Hall here leads us through a careful and insightful study of the issues. 

He offers sure-handed guidance through the murky waters that so often bog us down as we seek 

to understand God’s Word on this important and debated topic.  

Combining the use of story-telling and careful textual work, Hall helps us to re-evaluate 

many of the preconceptions about Sabbath that readers often have. In the process, he helps us re-

imagine what the Church is and does, and how we, as Christians, should understand our place in 

God’s plans and purposes. 

If Christians can absorb Hall’s ideas and put them into practice, they will find themselves 

freed from the tyranny that their presuppositions have imposed on them. They will be able to 

appropriate the essential truth of what it means when God rests as well as to regain an 

understanding of the rest that God offers to his people and to which he calls them. I do not 
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believe that I am overstating when I suggest that this book can revolutionize your thinking about 

God, the Bible, the Church, and your own relationship with God. 

John H. Walton 

Professor of Old Testament 

Wheaton College 
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Introduction 

I’m wondering why you picked up this book about “rest.” Of all the subjects available, and 

all the things people are studying and learning these days, what caused you to open this one just 

now? What’s going on in your life that brought you here? 

Let me guess. You’re tired.  

You’ve got low energy.  

Your motivation is not what it used to be, and before you go to the doctor and get a pill to fix 

it, you thought you’d read a . . . 

(Sorry, now I’m projecting. Those are some of my issues.) 

Whatever your reasoning, this book will challenge you to rethink your concept of rest. Would 

you expect anything less from something so titled? And your timing is exceptional, because 

“rethinking” seems to be in vogue. The information age is hurling unprecedented levels of 

previously unknown data at humanity at a blinding pace. This onslaught of information has 

caused us to reexamine many previously well-established conclusions. For instance, I grew up 

thinking Pluto was not only a lovable cartoon character but also a planet in our solar system. It’s 

“new information” that has caused us to rethink some of our celestial assumptions. 

Adam Grant, author of Think Again: The Power of Knowing What You Don’t Know, suggests 

that the ability to rethink well-established ideas is an important skill set. But it’s not always our 

favorite thing to do. There are deeply seated reasons behind our resistance to rethinking.  

According to Grant, “we often prefer the ease of hanging on to old views over the difficulty 

of grappling with new ones. Yet there are also deeper forces behind our resistance to rethinking. 

Questioning ourselves makes the world more unpredictable. It requires us to admit that the facts 
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may have changed, that what was once right may now be wrong. Reconsidering something we 

believe deeply can threaten our identities, making it feel as if we’re losing a part of ourselves.”1 

This may be one reason why “new information” isn’t always welcomed into the church. One 

might think, if God doesn’t change, why would we need to rethink well-established ideas? But 

those committed to thoroughly understanding the Bible have always been willing to consider 

new information, and in the last hundred years much has been unearthed that’s worthy of further 

study. The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls (1947–56) is but one example of “new information” 

within the last century that has given scholars much to rethink.  

At the same time, it’s important to remember that this process of discovery and consideration 

does not require one to abandon well-established theology. In his book Old Testament Theology 

for Christians, John H. Walton suggests, “Rethinking interpretation of a particular passage need 

not be viewed as undermining larger theological issues.”2 

In this book I will challenge you to reconsider several assumptions you may have regarding 

biblical rest. I’ll ask you to expand your definitions to include things you may not have 

previously considered. But be assured, my purposes are not to undermine God’s rest. I only wish 

to bring clarity to the topic.  

Everyone seems to have well established ideas of what rest is. There is even a culture war, 

between society and religion, to define the concept. But when pushed to clearly define the stuff 

of rest, it is often an exercise of smoke and mirrors. The harder we try to define rest, the less of it 

we all seem to have. This book will help change that. It will consider new information and give 

new categories to our data. 

Grant points out the double-standard society has regarding rethinking: “We laugh at people 

who still use Windows 95, yet we still cling to opinions that we formed in 1995. We listen to 
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views that make us feel good, instead of ideas that make us think hard.”3 In regard to biblical 

rest, this book is all about the latter, and not so much the former.  

I grew up playing baseball. There was a strong Little League tradition in our small Pacific 

Northwest community. One of the years I was in middle school (in the early 1980s), our local 

high-school baseball team made it to the playoffs. Most of the postseason games that year were 

played on weekdays after school, but the championship game happened to be scheduled for a 

Saturday afternoon. Normally this is a great idea. It allows teams and families time to travel and 

for the community to fully support their athletes. 

That particular year, one of the best pitchers on the team (and his family) consistently 

observed a seventh-day sabbath. His family took Saturdays off from many of their normal 

weekday activities for religious purposes. As the team kept winning their playoff games, I 

remember there being great conversation in the community about whether the star pitcher would 

choose to play if they made it to the championship game. The team did keep winning, and they 

qualified to play that Saturday afternoon. After much discussion (and I’m assuming prayerful 

consideration as well), the pitcher decided to play in the title game. Even though they lost a close 

one-run contest that day, the conversation surrounding the decision to play, or not, made an early 

impact on my idea of the sabbath. 

That baseball season was just a couple years after the movie Chariots of Fire had won four 

Academy Awards (including Best Picture). For those who haven’t seen it, Chariots of Fire is a 

film based on the true story of two British Olympic athletes in the 1924 games. One of the 

athletes, Eric Liddell, was favored to win the 100-meter race. Liddell was a devoutly religious 

man, and refused to run in a qualifying heat because it was held on Sunday. 
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Though I was young at the time, I remember being somewhat confused about how many 

different ideas and practices there were regarding this sacred concept. One athlete refuses to run 

on Sunday; another doesn’t know if he should play baseball on Saturday. These ambiguities, and 

many others like them, have led to a general state of confusion for many. It’s common for 

followers of Jesus to second-guess what the sabbath is and how they should respond to it.  

Although rest is an ancient idea, it has found its way into modern culture in various forms. 

And it’s not just for those that go to church anymore! Even secular society, lost somewhere 

between sleepless nights and chaotic schedules, has a somewhat romantic idea of what rest might 

mean. “Taking a sabbatical” has a nice ring to it. Some might think it’s just another way to talk 

about a vacation. But few find the place where the roads cross, where the “theory of rest” meets 

the opportunity in life. If there were ever a time where resting was both countercultural and 

spiritually needed, it is now. 

I think we can all agree that biblical rest is a confusing topic. It has been for me, and I don’t 

think I’m alone. I grew up attending church, and one might think church attendance would bring 

more clarity, but it was in church that I found the greatest diversity regarding rest.  

The author Rachel Held Evans suggests that the evangelical culture has failed to develop a 

robust theology of rest or of sabbath. And she is careful to separate “rest” and “sabbath,” to stress 

the point that “all sabbath is rest, but not all rest is sabbath.”4 

Most within evangelicalism have assumed rest was simply one variation or another of 

observing the weekly sabbath (the fourth commandment). For years, that’s what I assumed too. 

My early confusion led to apathy and eventually, even though I remained a believer in Christ, 

I lost interest in the sabbath. It was later in life, while in my master’s program, that I began to 

reengage with the topic. As I studied the book of Hebrews, I began to ask new questions about 
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biblical rest. Those questions, and the answers that followed, led me to a surprising discovery, a 

greater understanding, and the desire to share my findings on this topic. 

So to begin, let’s ask these questions: What day is the sabbath? How do you interact with the 

concept of rest? How does rest influence your life on a weekly or even monthly basis? 

I’ve asked many people these questions, and they’ve responded in dramatically different 

ways. Most of them fit into five similar categories that we will briefly discuss in the first chapter. 

My guess is that your response would fit into one of these categories as well. But this book isn’t 

meant to settle arguments about what day the sabbath is, what activities are approved, or which 

ones should be avoided on such a day.  

Rather, let’s have a biblical discussion about godly rest. I propose we start at the beginning, 

Genesis, and hop and skip our way through the story of God and His creation. We will see that 

the idea of rest plays a surprisingly large and ever-expanding role in the overall biblical story. 

The mistake most of us make is when we allow our idea of large biblical concepts to develop out 

of just one or two Bible passages. Instead, we’ll see that the context of each individual passage is 

really best understood from within a “forest for the trees” perspective. It’s this broad context that 

will speak most loudly to much of the sabbath confusion.  

In addition to examining the larger context of “rest,” we will also try to answer some relevant 

questions you might be asking, like: 

Why is it that God rested on the seventh day of creation? (I thought He was all-powerful.) 

How is humanity’s rest related to God’s rest? 

Is the sabbath always on a particular day of the week?  

How does God define work?  
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Can someone piece together a sabbath experience in several short bursts throughout the 

week?  

Does God expect believers today to practice sabbath?  

How might all this relate to the ministry of Jesus and what He had to say about rest?  

These are all good questions and we will discuss both theological and practical responses to 

each—and many more you probably haven’t even considered yet. 

Whatever your motivation is for reading this book, I’m guessing you wouldn’t refuse if 

someone offered you a satisfying recipe for rest and a compelling argument to rethink what it 

means. The concepts I lay out in the following chapters have completely changed the way I 

approach biblical rest. Not only have my definitions changed, but so have the practical ways I 

pursue rest. 

Biblical rest is a large part of God’s story, but the church today is largely missing the breadth, 

depth, and beauty of Christ’s easy yoke. So, no matter where you find yourself on the sabbath 

spectrum, I hope to awaken dormant interests, stretch established ideas, and bring new 

perspectives on the often-ignored offer of “biblical rest” to the table. 

I invite you to turn the page and join me on the journey.
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Chapter 1 

Why Rethink Rest?  

 
I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but rest isn’t working. 

I’m not trying to say that the definition itself of rest is “not working.” I mean: the concept 

of rest today is broken. 

Humanity is a big group of tired people, and rest is proving to be more elusive than 

anyone ever imagined. As with most complex topics, people have come to very different 

conclusions about rest. Our ideas have become fractured and splintered to the point where most 

people don’t really know what it is or how to get it. We are tired, and we have no idea how rest 

should interact with our exhaustion. 

I’ll use myself as an example. It seems like I’m tired most of the time. Sometimes I’m 

physically tired. At other times I’m mentally or emotionally exhausted—or all of these at once! I 

used to think that all I needed was a vacation. I often romanticized the idea. I was sure “the 

dream vacation” would include the ingredients to restore my soul. My wife Lisa and I would 

decide on a destination, negotiate the time off work, and buy the tickets. I imagined lying in a 

hammock under a palm tree on a beach somewhere.5 I was sure that was where I would find rest.  

But here’s how my vacations usually play out: After getting to the destination, it takes me 

about two days to unhitch from regular life. About four days in, I start getting the uneasy feeling 

that I should be getting back home. When it actually is time to return, that “travel day” returning 
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home is usually exhausting. After we arrive back, unpack, and get ready to head off to work, I 

often feel more tired than before I left.  

Please tell me I’m not alone here! 

That “vacation” idea of rest can’t be the answer we’re all looking for. It’s so temporary. 

It’s so fleeting. It’s so expensive!  

So, where else should we look to sort out the mess of our unrest?  

Many look to the Bible to fix what is broken. You might be one of those. It’s a good 

place to look, because the Bible has much to say about rest—it is first mentioned in the story of 

the creation in Genesis, and the idea is woven all through the Old and New Testaments. With all 

that the Bible offers regarding rest, I’d like to think those who regularly read the Bible would 

have better “rest success” than those who don’t. But I don’t think that’s true. I think Christ-

followers are often just as confused as everyone else. 

Part of the problem is that we’ve truncated the idea. What do I mean? “Sabbath” is the 

word Bible-believers might use if pressed to define “rest.” But the weekly sabbath is only a small 

subcategory of rest. Rest is a robust and fully developed biblical concept. Godly rest is so much 

more than the weekly sabbath. 

 

We’ve Made the Sabbath into a Cul-de-sac Conversation 

I think most people are familiar with the idea of a cul-de-sac. It’s a type of street that 

dead ends. It has a place to turn around, but it is not a through road. There’s no exit other than 

going back from where you came.  

We English speakers borrowed “cul-de-sac” from the French.6 It’s a term that literally 

means “the bottom of the bag.” Like when you put your hand in a bag of potato chips and get to 



 16 

the bottom (because you’ve eaten all of them). You just got “cul-de-sac-ed” (that’s not French; I 

just made that up) because there’s no place to go but back to the top of the bag. 

That’s what sabbath conversations have become in the church today. They are cul-de-sac 

conversations. They don’t have any outlets. Let me explain what I mean. 

There are so many different ideas about what sabbath might be that people rarely get past 

a simple definition of the term. Most people think sabbath is really only about the fourth 

commandment,7 but the fourth commandment is only a small sliver of what the Bible says about 

sabbath, and most churchgoers can’t even agree what that commandment means. Following are 

some of the contemporary views based on interpretations of this commandment. 

Friday Night to Saturday Night: We know that the seventh-day sabbath in the Old 

Testament was a twenty-four-hour period of time beginning at sunset on Friday night. Some 

people in the church think Christians should return to a sabbath observance that mimics this Old 

Testament commandment. 

Sunday’s the Day: Some Bible readers notice in the New Testament that the church 

would gather on Sunday. These folks would argue that Saturday was the old covenant sabbath, 

but that Christians today are under a new covenant and that the example is to observe sabbath on 

Sunday.  

Any Day . . . or Part of Any Day: Others think there’s nothing special about one day over 

any other. They think God has given us more flexibility than that in the new covenant. They 

would say God doesn’t really care what day it is. In fact, a Christian might even be able to piece-

meal parts of days together throughout the week to fulfill the sabbath idea. 

Christ is the Sabbath: Others look at some of the statements that Jesus made regarding 

rest and come to the conclusion that the idea of sabbath is really just something that points to 
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Jesus’ ministry. But what does that even mean? While it sounds like a good “church answer,” 

this type of view is really hard to pin down and seems to lack “boots on the ground” practicality. 

Those are just some of the ways people pursue defining the sabbath.8 Because of the 

diversity in opinions, our modern-day conversations have made the sabbath a theological cul-de-

sac. We open up the topic, and we think we’re heading down “Sabbath Street,” but we get so 

caught up on how to even define the term that we find ourselves at the bottom of the bag with 

nowhere to go. People get stuck in debates about what day it should be observed, or what types 

of things people should be doing on those days. There’s no exit out of those conversations; they 

don’t lead anywhere else. 

In reality, the topic of biblical rest is a neighborhood of highly interconnected streets. 

And when one is able to back away from our current cul-de-sac conversation and see the whole 

neighborhood of rest, that’s when they can begin to understand what God means when He offers 

“rest.” 

 

I Don’t Think That Means What You Think It Means 

One of my favorite movies is the 1987 film The Princess Bride. Many of the actors from 

that film have gone on to have long and successful careers. For several of them, this was the film 

that propelled them forward. It is also a movie that has provided many memorable one-liners, 

like:  

“People in masks cannot be trusted.”9 

“Never get involved in a land war in Asia.” 

“Mawwiage is what brings us together today.” 
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Once, in a wedding I was officiating, I began the ceremony with this “mawwiage” line 

from the movie’s wedding scene. It was received with a few isolated snickers in the audience, 

and a big smile from the groom. I enjoy trying to recite quotable movie lines in everyday 

circumstances, just to see who might notice. 

One character in the movie, Vizzini, a “Sicilian man of genius,” has a favorite word: 

“inconceivable.” He says it quite often. In fact, he says it so often that he ends up using it in 

ways that are contrary to the word’s meaning. At one point in the movie Vizzini thought he had 

killed the story’s main character by cutting the rope he was utilizing to scale the “Cliffs of 

Insanity.” When Vizzini sees that his foe hasn’t died, but is clinging to the side of the cliff, 

Vizzini uses his favorite word to describe the situation.  

“Inconceivable!” 

Another character, after having heard Vizzini use this word several times throughout the 

movie, responds, “You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you think it means.” 

I think some of us have gotten to exactly that point in our conversations about biblical 

rest. We use the term . . . but I don’t think it means what we think it means. So let’s get out of the 

cul-de-sac, come back to the Bible, and start at the beginning. I propose we build our perspective 

on the whole of the biblical narrative. We will see how the Bible begins with a creation at rest in 

Eden under God’s rule and authority. We will see how that rest was disrupted and how God 

pursues his creation to reestablish restful rule.  

The purpose of this study is to better understand biblical rest and to be able to negotiate 

the neighborhood well enough to arrive where God desires us all to land: in a place of true rest. 

 

There Remains a Sabbath Rest  
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We could begin our trip through the biblical “neighborhood of rest” at the creation, in 

Genesis, and weave our way all the way through to the end of the story in Revelation. We will 

make our way back to Genesis soon enough, but I’d like to begin in the book of Hebrews. This is 

by design. There’s a pivotal discussion in Hebrews 3–4 regarding the New Testament 

understanding of biblical rest. This discussion is unique because it directly connects the rest a 

believer experiences to the rest that God experiences. This connection is foundational if we are 

going to begin to rethink what rest is.  

We are not going to look at that whole passage now. We’re just going to begin using it as 

a base camp from which to start our journey. There’s a specific passage in Hebrews 4 that will 

launch us back to the beginning of the story in Genesis. 

Is sabbath rest really a concept on which modern believers need to focus? Let’s consider 

what the author of Hebrews has to say: 

For if Joshua10 had given them rest, He would not have spoken of another day after that. 

So there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God. For the one who has entered His 

rest has himself also rested from his works, as God did from His. Therefore, let us be 

diligent to enter that rest. (Hebrews 4:8–11) 

This passage mentions the Old Testament character of Joshua. Joshua was Moses’ right-

hand man. Moses led Israel out of Egypt, received the Ten Commandments, and led the people 

for a generation in the wilderness. Then Joshua went on to lead the Israelites into the land that 

God had promised to Israel’s ancestor, Abraham. The Promised Land, into which Joshua led the 

conquest, is often referred to as a place of rest. 
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Hebrews 4:8 suggests that if Joshua had given the Israelites true rest (through the 

conquest of the Promised Land), He (God) would not have spoken of another day after the 

conquest, when the concept of rest was revisited. 

There’s something important to notice here. In maybe the most important conversation 

about biblical rest in the whole of the New Testament, we’re talking about Joshua. But who are 

we not talking about? 

Notice the absence of Moses in this discussion. Moses is the character most closely 

associated with the Old Testament rules about how to observe the weekly sabbath day. Yet the 

author of Hebrews doesn’t go back and suggest that the fourth commandment was the defining 

path to sabbath rest. In fact, the author doesn’t mention any part of the Mosaic Law in his 

argument. But that’s where our cul-de-sac conversations are on this topic in church culture today. 

We go to the fourth commandment and get stuck there. 

Instead, this Hebrews discussion talks about how Joshua wasn’t able to offer the 

Israelites true rest. If the fourth commandment had been the end-all, it seems like we’d be 

reading about that here in Hebrews. But that’s not where the argument takes us. 

Hebrews 4:9 says, “So there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God.” It’s important 

for modern readers to understand that we’re not done with this topic yet. Or maybe better to say: 

God’s not done with this topic. 

Because of our Sabbath confusion in the church, many people, including many in the 

next generation of church leaders, have completely abandoned the idea of sabbath. But God’s not 

done with it. There is something about sabbath rest with which God expects believers to stay 

engaged. And maybe, sabbath doesn’t mean what we think it means. 
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The next verse we need to look at is Hebrews 4:10: “For the one who has entered His rest 

has himself also rested from his works, as God did from His.” It’s important to pay attention to 

the capital letters in this verse; they refer to God.  

Here’s my own explanatory translation of what’s going on. This passage is saying, “For 

the one (the believer in Christ) who has entered His rest (God’s rest), has himself (the believer 

has) also rested from his works (the believer’s own works), as God did from His (from God’s 

work).” 

It’s a bit of a confusing statement, to be sure. To what is this even referring? When was it 

that God was working and then rested from His work?  

Well, that’s talking about the creation account in Genesis 1:1–2:3. This Hebrews passage 

is linking us back to Genesis. But notice where it’s not sending us. It’s not sending us back to the 

Ten Commandments in Exodus 20 or Deuteronomy 5. The answer isn’t found there. The 

definition of rest existed well before the exodus from Egypt and before the Mosaic Law was ever 

written down. The author of Hebrews is suggesting that there’s something unique about the 

Genesis creation account that holds the key to our understanding of rest.  

Then in Hebrews 4:11, the author encourages us to “be diligent to enter that rest.” 

Hebrews was written to believers—after the earthly ministry of Jesus. And it encourages them to 

“be diligent” to experience the rest that God has to offer. It’s a warning to New Testament folks, 

saying, “Don’t jump ship on sabbath rest!”  

To borrow modern language, it’s time to “lean in” on rest and examine it more fully.  

For now, we are going to let this passage lead us back to the beginning of the biblical 

story and begin to ask some important questions about rest: 

• What is it about God’s rest that sends us back to the beginning? 
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• What does it even mean when it says that God rested? 

• How is God’s rest defined? 

As we’ve seen, Hebrews 4:8–11 links the two types of rest (God’s rest and a believer’s 

rest) together and suggests they are similar. If we can figure out how God rested, then we will be 

one step closer to finding out what kind of rest believers are called to today.  

 

God Rested on the Seventh Day 

By the seventh day God completed His work which He had done, and He rested on the 

seventh day from all His work which He had done. Then God blessed the seventh day 

and sanctified it, because in it He rested from all His work which God had created and 

made. (Genesis 2:2–3) 

Our brief look at Hebrews 4 has brought us back to the beginning of the biblical story, 

the account of creation in Genesis 1:1–2:3. Specifically, what does it mean in Genesis 2:2–3 

when it states that God rested on the seventh day? If we can determine what that means, we will 

be on our way to figuring out the nature of the rest that’s available to believers.11 Remember that 

Hebrews 4:10 tells us that these concepts (God’s rest and a believer’s rest) are similar in nature.  

Let’s look at what happened in the first chapter of Genesis, which will help us determine 

what it was that God stopped doing when He rested.  

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was formless and void, 

and darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was moving over the 

surface of the waters. (Genesis 1:1–2) 

As we approach the story of creation, we know there are a number of ways that it has 

been interpreted. But no matter what understanding one has of these events, I’m going to propose 
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it can be generally understood as taking something from a chaotic and disordered state and 

getting it to a place where everything works. No matter what view one holds about its 

interpretation, the process of bringing order to the universe can be clearly seen in this creation 

account. Just look at how Genesis 1:2 describes the earth in the beginning. It’s described as being 

“formless and void.” 

What does that even mean? 

It almost seems like there was nothing there, but we know that wasn’t the case because 

there was earth, and water seemed to be covering everything. Later in the story the waters will be 

separated and dry land will appear. So, the earth is there but it is described in the language of 

non-order and nonfunction. No plants growing, no animals, no people, no way to tell time, no 

mechanisms in place to regulate the seasons of life. Ultimately, this earth will house humanity, 

but it’s nowhere close to ready in this beginning state.  

 

A Place to Be . . . 

The remainder of the chapter (Genesis 1:3–31) describes the process of how God gave 

order to the world. What does this order look like? Let’s start by defining order as “giving 

everything a place to be” and see what this looks like in the opening chapter of the Bible. 

God says, “Light . . . you go over there.” 

“Darkness . . . there.” 

“Water . . . here, land there.” 

“Sky . . . up there.” 

“Luminaries . . . you go up there in the sky.” 



 24 

I realize this is rather simplistic, but when God gave everything a place to be, He took 

control of the chaos and He brought order to it. This action says something about the very nature 

of God. He wants to fix the chaos in the world. 

About every six months, I do this same thing to my garage. There’s lots of stuff in my 

garage, and it’s usually in some form of disordered chaos. When it gets really bad, I spend a day 

(or six) giving everything a place to be.  

“Sharp tools with handles . . . you go over there.” 

“Old grubby shoes caked with mud . . . there.” 

“Fishing gear (that I haven’t used in years) . . . here.” 

“Folding chairs . . . there.” 

“Hot-tub chemicals . . . way up there.” 

When I’m done with this process of ordering my garage, it usually looks pretty good. I’ll 

grab my wife to show her how clean it is, but that’s usually not enough. I’ll post “before and 

after” pictures on social media and invite people over to see my work. I’m weird that way. 

 

. . . and Something to Do 

In God’s story of creation, God gave everything a place to be (ordering the chaos), but 

He also gave everything a thing to do (a function). 

“Land . . . you know where you are supposed to be, now I’m going to give you something 

to do. You grow stuff, and let animals walk around on you. That’s your job.”  

“Waters . . . you are going to hold swarms of living creatures, and you’ll be used to water 

the stuff growing on the land. That’s your thing to do.” 
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“Luminaries . . . you are going to rotate so that there are days, seasons, and years. Things 

will grow and life will flourish.” 

God is giving things a place to be and something to do. Then on day six, humans are 

created and they are given the same. What is it that humans are given to do? In Genesis 1:28, 

God says, “Be fruitful and multiply.” 

That is certainly something to do!12 

He also instructs humanity to “subdue” the earth and “rule” over the other living 

creatures. This is an important distinction given to humans in the creation account. God invites 

humanity to join Him as delegates in the process of ruling. 

He invites humans to be on the earth ruling as His vicegerents.13 These are humanity’s 

place to be and thing to do! 

Then on the seventh day (Genesis 2:1–3), God is done with His creative work, and He 

rests. Oftentimes this rest is portrayed as ceasing work and not doing anything for the purpose of 

recuperation. That’s what many people think is going on here. But there is something perplexing 

about that premise. Let’s ask the honest questions everyone is thinking:  

What’s God doing resting and recuperating? 

Is God not all-powerful? 

Is He really tired? 

Does He really need a break? 

I don’t think there is much theological wiggle room to answer those last three questions 

with anything but “no, no, and no.” An all-powerful God doesn’t require rest to recuperate, so 

there must be something else happening in this passage. What are we missing? Why is it stated 

this way? 
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Extrabiblical Help 

This is where we get some help from extrabiblical sources. Since the beginning of the 

twentieth century, archeologists have unearthed thousands of tablets of ancient Near Eastern 

literature from Egyptian, Hittite, Mesopotamian, Babylonian, and other ancient cultures.14 

Stories found on some of these tablets explain the creation of the cosmos at the hands of pagan 

gods. In these stories the pagan gods often compete with each other for the right to set up and 

rule the cosmos.15  

Interestingly, some of these pagan stories have similarities with the biblical creation 

story. This shouldn’t be too surprising, since many of them were written in a similar time and 

ancient Near Eastern cultural tradition. Such stories were told in a format that the people of their 

context would understand. Some of these secular stories also include an element where the pagan 

deity rests at the end of the creation process.16 

This is a similarity that suggests to us that we can possibly go to those stories to find a 

definition or an idea of how rest was viewed in that culture and in that time. If we can determine 

what rest means in those contexts, we may have some help in understanding what’s going on in 

the biblical account. 

In the extrabiblical accounts, the victorious pagan god usually builds a temple, moves 

into that temple, and takes command of the cosmos. In those accounts, this process of ruling the 

earth is described as “resting.” This is the ancient idea of rest and several modern scholars have 

noticed this secular connection to the concept of biblical rest. One author in particular, Dr. John 

H. Walton, has written extensively on the topic. He has concluded that in the ancient Near 
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Eastern world, rest was understood as what results when a crisis has been resolved or when 

stability has been achieved. 

In those cultures, rest wasn’t disengagement from the cares, worries, and tasks of life (on 

a beach vacation, lying in a hammock). Rather, rest is where the day-to-day routines are 

established. For ancient pagan gods, this meant they could oversee the day-to-day operations of 

the cosmos. 

To bring this into more of a modern setting, Americans could use similar language for the 

person who rules from the White House. The president is elected and fills all the cabinet 

positions with the right people, and then moves into the White House and rules from the Oval 

Office.  

Or consider the process that a new football coach goes through when hired by a 

university. The coach locates assistants to help organize and coordinate the team’s defense, 

offense, and special teams. He recruits players to come to the school. He orders equipment and 

uniforms. Once all the pieces are in place and the season arrives, the coach can begin practices 

and prepare for the first game. In an ancient context, the end result in these two examples could 

be referred to as “resting.” 

Walton has said we should think of this idea of rest as “more a matter of engagement 

without obstacles . . . rather than disengagement without responsibilities.”17 

This is a key point for our entire study. The way we should understand rest at the end of 

the creation account in Genesis is more a matter of God’s engagement without obstacles than His 

disengagement without responsibilities. When it says that God rested on day seven, He’s not 

taking a day off. He’s actually beginning His full engagement as ruler of the cosmos, now that 

His order has been established.  
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Adam and Eve at Rest with God 

Why is all this important? Because Adam and Eve were originally at rest with God in the 

garden of Eden. Eden was the special place of God’s presence, and like most temples in the 

ancient Near East it too was located on a mountain, with rivers of life flowing from it.18 How do 

we know Adam and Eve were at rest? The text tells us this way:  

Then the LORD God took the man and put him into the garden of Eden to cultivate it and 

keep it. (Genesis 2:15) 

God gave them a place to be and a thing to do! But several English translations veil the 

most important aspect of this verse. The word describing how God “placed” humanity in the 

garden is a Hebrew word for “rest.”19 It could be understood that God took the human and 

“rested him” in the garden to do his work. He was there to abide, rest, and take up residence.20 

The garden had been ordered and structured and humanity was at rest with God in that sacred 

space.21 They were in their place, fulfilling their God-given role, and functioning the way they 

were intended to function. 

Some like to think of Eden as the perfect world, but it wasn’t. God created the function 

and order needed to assemble His entire kingdom, but He didn’t originally create the completed 

product. Eden was really only the beginning of that process. God created all the parts and invited 

humanity to help Him with the assembly. 

Lisa and I sometimes purchase furniture at IKEA. For those who don’t know, IKEA is a 

company known for their wide variety of household furniture and goods. Their massive stores 

are organized as one never-ending maze of displays. They provide one section after another 

where they’ve staged their furniture to look like it can never look in your house. When we 
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wander through their labyrinth, Lisa usually falls in love with something they’ve set out. She’ll 

say something like, “Oh, wouldn’t that look good in our bedroom?” And before I have time to 

respond, she’s written down the number associated with the piece of furniture, and has already 

started skipping her way to the next adventure along their yellow-brick road.  

That’s usually when I start noticing a familiar pain on the top of my head. No, I haven’t 

hit it on anything; I’ve just shopped here before. And I know the piece of furniture with which 

she fell in love is not the one they end up selling us. Their maze eventually leads to a gigantic 

warehouse where we find the number she wrote down and load a rectangular box into our cart.22 

The box contains all the pieces, but the furniture is not assembled. But not to worry—they 

provide a thirty-seven-page instruction manual which portrays a stick-figure person easily 

assembling the furniture. Even though I usually like the finished product, during the assembly 

process I’ve directed some very unholy comments toward that stick-figure character. I’m rarely 

able to fill his shoes! 

In a similar way, God originally created a place for humanity, and provided all the pieces 

needed to assemble the finished product. But except for Eden, assembly wasn’t included. And 

instead of providing a stick-figure instruction manual, the manufacturer followed humanity home 

to assemble the remaining creation as a joint venture. God knew if Adam and Eve fulfilled their 

fruitful mandate under His rule, Eden would need to expand into the unassembled parts of the 

world. In this way, His rule and order would spread to the entire creation. 

The end of the biblical story describes a preview of this fully assembled kingdom. In 

Revelation 21–22, this new creation is described with several interesting features. We read about 

one of those features right away. The new creation doesn’t have any sea (Revelation 21:1). This 
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is sometimes understood as the lack of any large bodies of water, but, in the ancient Near Eastern 

culture, wild areas of the world were understood as liminal space. 

“Liminal” is a term that describes an in-between state or transitional boundary between 

two places. I often think of the threshold of my front door as liminal space. When I’m in that 

place, I’m neither fully in my house, nor have I yet arrived outside. I’m in “liminal land.”23 

The ancient Near Eastern understanding of the world outside Eden would have included a 

liminal realm where God’s rule was yet to be established or maintained. According to Walton, 

“The liminal realm existed on the periphery of creation and was home to dangerous animals; 

harsh and inedible plants; hostile terrain such as deserts, mountains, or the sea.”24 

So, in the biblical world of Genesis 2, the space outside the garden would have still 

included liminal land that would need to be subdued and brought under God’s rule. But in 

Revelation 21, the absence of a sea is likely describing a world where all the liminal space within 

the creation has been brought under His authority. The end state describes a world where the rule 

of Eden has spread and consumed the entire creation. In the end, the assembly of the kingdom is 

complete. But that’s at the end of the process. 

According to Beale, “Because Adam and Eve were to subdue and rule ‘over all the earth,’ 

it is plausible to suggest that they were to extend the geographical boundaries of the garden until 

Eden covered the whole earth. They were on the primeval hillock of hospitable Eden, outside of 

which lay the inhospitable land. They were to extend the smaller liveable area of the garden by 

transforming the outer chaotic region into a habitable territory.”25 

When Adam and Eve are in the garden, we understand the world outside Eden as 

categorically different space. From their place in the garden, Adam and Eve began cultivating, 

keeping, subduing, and ruling within God’s wisdom. They were operating in the seventh-day 
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work of His rule. This is important because Adam and Eve’s restful residence in Eden was 

conditional. 

Do you know what happened next? Adam and Eve started working outside their God-

given role. When they learned that the tree in the middle of the garden offered an opportunity to 

acquire “ordering wisdom,” it sounded enticing. It was their chance to challenge the order that 

God had created and, like God, attempt to establish their own.  

Their choice to eat from the tree was an effort to subvert His rule and gain the wisdom 

necessary to create their own system . . . to their own glory. It’s first called the “tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil” (Genesis 2:17), but we later find out they understood it to be a 

source of ordering “wisdom” (Genesis 3:6). With that type of wisdom, they could create their 

own order and bring glory to themselves instead of God. 

Their motives were symbolized by the shame of their nakedness. That’s what they tried 

to cover, and that’s why they hid from God. And since they thought they had a better plan, it’s 

also the reason they were exiled. They stepped outside their “place” and “thing,” and biblically 

speaking they were exiled from their rest and entered a place of unrest. Adam and Eve’s rest was 

directly connected to the garden and submitting to God’s rule. When they stopped observing 

God’s rule, they stopped sharing in the rest that He offered. 

In those early chapters of Genesis, Adam and Eve are presented as representatives for all 

of humanity. So, when they chose to leave their rest it also disrupted humanity’s opportunity to 

live at rest. Do you remember the penalties Adam and Eve experienced? As a result of their 

choices, the land of their exile was cursed by God (Genesis 3:17). The land was removed from 

God’s blessing, and any yield would now require painful labor.26 Humanity’s work in this curse-

a-day land would be substantially different than the work they had experienced in the garden. 
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Their things to do (be fruitful and multiply & subdue and rule) will now be done in a cursed land 

full of pain, toil, nuisance, and anxiety (Genesis 3:16–19).27 

Eve would continue to follow God’s mandate of fruitfulness, but now that process would 

be wrought with anxiety and trauma. Her trouble is not so much a description of the labor of 

giving birth, but the hardship of knowing the world into which her offspring would be born. Her 

anxious toil begins with the news she has conceived. That’s when she recognizes her seed would 

come forth, grow, and someday face his own death. But she doesn’t yet understand the pain of 

also giving birth to the hand that would kill him. 

Adam would follow God’s mandate to cultivate and keep a garden, but now it will be 

outside Eden’s rest. And like Eve, his work in a cursed land will also be filled with trauma. He 

would soon realize the struggle of creating order in his new existence. And he would now need 

to protect himself from others who would seek to establish their own. He will become weary 

from his lack of rest and recognize this as wages paid. 

The exile of those representatives suggests that all of humanity will no longer 

instinctually desire to be where they were meant to be or do what they were meant to do in the 

way they were supposed to do it. Our whole existence will be restless. 

If this is how we are to understand this idea of biblical rest, it is the same place humanity 

finds itself today. We are outside of Eden’s rule. We try to do what we were made to do, but we 

are operating outside the function and order within which God created us to work. When this is 

how we function, we are in a state of unrest.  

We are restless. 
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That’s where the creation story leaves humanity. Then the biblical story continues with 

the descendants of Adam and Eve and the problems that ensued because of humanity’s exile 

from rest. 

But what would it mean for God to invite humanity back to a place of rest? It would be 

an invitation back to the function and order that God had originally planned. It would be an 

invitation to return to God’s direction for us to use our talents to rule and subdue the earth.  

Understanding humanity’s unrest is just the first step in an IKEA-like labyrinth of 

interconnected ideas presented in the Bible. We’re making good progress, but we’ve only just 

begun.  

 

What Did God Do on the Eighth Day? 

There’s one additional aspect of the Genesis account of creation that further develops this 

understanding of God’s seventh-day rest. In that first chapter of the Bible, the author uses a 

repetitive literary device to signify the end of each of the days of creation. It goes something like 

this: “There was evening and there was morning . . . an ‘X’ day.” The author uses this phrase for 

each of the first six days of creation (Genesis 1:5, 8, 13, 19, 23, 31).  

Authors generally use repetition like this for a reason. Repetition suggests congruity, 

builds familiarity, and establishes expectations for their readers. Repetition also develops a 

platform from which to jump when the author decides to break from its use.  

In my early twenties, I taught junior high English and Language Arts in Puyallup, 

Washington. Those days were exhausting, but they were also some of the most fun I’ve had in 

my whole life. I used repetitive patterns each year to keep my students off-balance. One example 

of this happened as school began each fall. I would come the first day of school wearing a dress 
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shirt and tie, giving homework to each class. They would receive the “shirt and tie/homework 

every night” routine for the first two weeks.  

Then came Parent Night. It was an evening where the students stayed home and their 

parents came to campus and spent ten minutes in each of their children’s classes with a five-

minute passing time between presentations. It was a fast-paced schedule and many parents got 

lost wandering around the campus.  

It was on Parent Night that I chose to break my repetitive pattern. On that night I wore a 

bathrobe (over my clothes) and slippers. Parents would come in, laugh a little at my costume, 

and listen to my description of their child’s class. I would then dismiss them without much 

explanation of my attire.  

The next day the students, having heard from their parents the night before, would come 

into class with questions about why I wore a bathrobe and slippers on Parent Night. But that next 

day I greeted the students in my regular shirt and tie, gave homework as usual, and suggested 

their parents might be a bit confused. I said it must have been one of their other teachers that did 

such an outlandish thing. 

I played with them in this way for another week or so until I eventually wore the bathrobe 

and slippers during school. I established and broke from repetitive patterns like this the whole 

year. It kept my students off-balance and supplied me with the energy I needed to teach junior 

high!28  

Repetition can be used to establish a pattern, and also gather attention to highlight a 

change when that established pattern is abandoned.  

Each of the first six days of creation end with the same repetitive phrase. “And there was 

evening and there was morning, the sixth day” (Genesis 1:31b). But on the seventh day of 
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creation, the author abandons this literary device. After each of the first six days, the author has 

lulled us to sleep each day with his “morning and evening” formula. It’s a pattern that signifies to 

readers the end of one particular activity and the beginning of another.  

But this isn’t the only example of literary repetition the author uses. At several points 

throughout the creation process God describes the different aspects of His creation as “good.” In 

Genesis 1:4, God saw that the light was good. In Genesis 1:10, the separation of the dry land 

from the waters is also described as good. And so it is with each step of the creative process; 

with vegetation bearing fruit and seeds (1:12), the lights governing the day and night (1:18), 

living creatures in the sea and in the air (1:21), and the beasts of the ground (1:25). In this 

context, “good” simply means that these items are in their “place to be” and are functioning 

properly. 

But then on the sixth day that literary repetition is abandoned when the creation process 

is completed. “God saw all that He had made, and behold, it was very good” (Genesis 1:31a). 

This change, from “good” to “very good,” signifies the end of something. For God, this is the 

end of His creative process. There will be no more giving function and order to the cosmos; that 

ordering work is complete. It is very good. 

With the completion of that process the reader is poised to consider what’s next. The 

seventh day and God’s restful rule is what follows (Genesis 2:1–3). It is this seventh day that 

also lacks a mention of the evening/morning motif. The rapid changes from “good” to “very 

good” and the dropping of the evening/morning pattern signifies a dramatic change in the story. 

I often say that the seventh day of creation had no evening or morning. Of course, I mean 

this not literally, but literarily. What’s the difference?  
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We know that the seventh day literally came to an end. How do we know this? Because 

we all went to bed last night and got up this morning. Today is a new day, and it’s not the 

seventh day. But asking that same question from a literary perspective produces a dramatically 

different answer. Literarily speaking, the abandonment of the evening/morning repetition on the 

seventh day suggests that this day—or more accurately, the theological events of the day—never 

ended. This is a significant point in the narrative.  

I usually highlight this by asking, “What did God do on the eighth day?” You may want 

to say that God returned to work on the eighth day. That would certainly line up with the 

example of the fourth commandment (six days on, one day off, then back to work again). Maybe 

you’ve always thought of God’s rest, on the seventh day, as a one-day event in which God, even 

though He didn’t need physical rest, modeled for humanity a physical day of rest which we are to 

imitate. 

But surprisingly, the way the creation account is written suggests that the rest God 

entered into on the seventh day never ended. His rest continued on into the eighth day, the ninth, 

the tenth, and so on. This makes sense with the definition of rest we have identified thus far. On 

the sixth day God concluded His creative acts; everything had its place to be and thing to do. 

Then, on the seventh day, God began his rule over the cosmos, and that rule has never ended. It 

continues today. God continues to be fully engaged in the cosmos as its ruler. He is still “at 

rest.”29  

As Walton suggests, “God’s rest did not involve relaxation but rule. . . . Obviously we are 

not called to imitate his rule; we are called to acknowledge it and participate in it. On the sabbath 

we are to set aside our own attempts to bring order to our world by our own efforts.”30 
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For a time, Adam and Eve did just that. They set aside any attempts to reorder the world 

and lived in relationship with God under his restful authority and reign. But when they stepped 

outside God’s rule, and began to govern their own way of life, they were removed from the place 

of rest. 

This situation created an important dilemma. God knows that, outside the garden, humans 

have poor memory. He knows that the further we get from Adam and Eve’s experience of rest, 

the more humanity will forget that restful relationship ever existed. He knows we will begin to 

assume that what we are experiencing now, life outside the garden, is what God originally 

intended.  

And He’s right. Many have misunderstood the nature of the Eden experience and 

concluded that the way in which the world is functioning is just the way it is. One of my favorite 

sayings is, “It is what it is.” But God is saying something different. He wants everyone to know, 

“This isn’t what it was”—and maybe more importantly, “This isn’t what it will be.” God doesn’t 

want His creation to forget this ancient truth. 

So, God devised a plan to remind humanity that the world was once at rest, that rest is 

still available, and that it will one day be completely fulfilled.
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Chapter 2 

Reminders of Rest 

 
Rest is a much bigger concept than we’ve considered thus far. As we have seen from 

Genesis 1–3, and the cultural context of similar creation accounts, God’s rest should be 

understood much differently than time off of work. Rather, it’s a description of the exercise of 

God’s rule and authority over the creation to which He has given order and function. It’s the idea 

that when everything is working the way it is supposed to, God is in control, everything is falling 

under His authority, and all creation is at rest. 

This is how a believer’s rest is qualitatively linked to God’s rest. When people choose to 

fall under the authority of God’s function and order of the cosmos, then they rest from their 

works as God did from His (Hebrews 4:10). 

 

This Isn’t the Way It’s Supposed to Be 

This chapter will likely challenge you with several paradigm shifts regarding the way you 

think about the story of the Old Testament. We are addressing the question of how God solved 

the problem of humanity living outside of God’s rest.  

It’s a situation that was brought about by the decisions of humanity in the garden of 

Eden. It’s a situation that God wanted desperately to solve. Now we begin to unpack God’s plan 

to return humanity to a state of rest (living in close relationship with Him under His authority).  
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This dilemma reminds me of a scene from the 1991 movie Grand Canyon.31 It’s old 

enough now that I don’t suspect many of you have seen it. It’s a thoughtful movie featuring 

Danny Glover, Kevin Kline, Steve Martin, and Mary McDonald. One of the first scenes of the 

movie is sometimes referred to as the “tow-truck scene.” Kevin Kline’s character, an affluent 

businessman, is driving through a rough part of Los Angeles on his way home from a sporting 

event. It’s a part of town that Kline’s character would clearly not be comfortable walking 

through by himself. 

As events in the scene play out, his car breaks down on the side of a fairly quiet street. 

These were the early days of car phones, and luckily his luxury car is equipped with this new 

technology, so Kline attempts to make a call for a tow truck. But his phone fails to connect so he 

finds a pay phone nearby. The tow company advises him to stay with his car until the truck 

arrives.  

In the meantime, some young fellas from the area drive by and want to say hello. These 

young men are not as friendly as they could be. They are much more interested in harassing their 

out-of-place visitor than helping him find his way home. They stop and get out of their car, and 

the viewer gets the sense that something is about to go down. Kline could get his car stolen, or 

possibly something worse.  

Just about that time, Danny Glover’s character drives up in his tow truck. He pulls in 

front of the broken-down car and backs up to the front of it. Glover gets out, and without 

addressing the obvious situation playing out between Kline and his new friends, begins hooking 

his truck to the car.  
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Once the car is connected, Glover pulls the ringleader of the neighborhood gang aside 

and says to him, “I’ve got to ask you to let me go my way here.” He explains that now that the 

man’s car is connected to his truck, it’s his responsibility.  

Then Glover’s character says something profound to the gang leader: “Man, the world 

ain’t supposed to work like this. I mean, maybe you don’t know that, but this ain’t the way it’s 

supposed to be. I’m supposed to be able to do my job without asking you if I can. That dude 

[Kline’s character] is supposed to be able to wait with his car without you rippin’ him off. 

Everything’s supposed to be different than what it is.” 

Glover ends up talking his way out of the situation and he and Kline drive away. It’s a 

profound scene. Glover’s character comes in like a knight in shining armor (with crowbar in 

hand) and saves the day. It could be argued that he plays a type of Christ figure in the story as he 

saves Kline’s character from a dilemma that Kline can’t solve on his own. 

But it’s another aspect of that scene that reminds me of the situation we’ve been 

discussing thus far: it’s the fact that humanity’s no longer following God’s original plan, but that 

some of us don’t know things are upside-down.  

So God, in a Danny Glover kind of way, decides to tell humanity, “This isn’t the way it’s 

supposed to be.” 

How does God choose to tell the world that things have gone awfully awry? He gives a 

restless humanity “reminders of rest.” He gives the whole of creation reminders of the restful 

existence that humanity shared with God in the garden.  

It’s through the giving of these reminders that God says, “Maybe you don’t know it, but 

this pain and toil you are experiencing isn’t the way it’s supposed to be. You were meant to be in 
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your place and doing your thing without anything getting in the way of that. Everything is 

supposed to be different than what it is.” 

We see one of these reminders in Genesis 12:1–3, when God pulls a man named Abram 

out of the crowd of humanity and tells him to go forth “to the land which I will show you.” God 

promises to show Abram his “place to be.” It’s a hyperlink32 back to the story of Eden where 

God originally rested humanity in the garden. 

God’s promises include not just a land in which to live, but also numerous descendants 

that will become a large nation of people. It is through this nation that God will bless the whole 

earth. Then God gives Abram a new name, Abraham, which suggests he will be the father of a 

multitude (Genesis 17:5). That’s certainly something to do! Abraham now has “a place to be” 

and a “thing to do,” and he obeys God. 

Abram sets out, following God’s direction, in search of the land that God had promised. 

The New Testament informs us that when Abraham set out, he was “looking for the city which 

has foundations, whose architect and builder is God” (Hebrews 11:10). We know that when the 

descendants of Abraham eventually take possession of the land under Joshua’s leadership, that 

land is directly associated with God’s rest (Joshua 1:10–18; 21:43–44; 23:1–3). But that doesn’t 

mean people were just constantly lying around in hammocks!  

It was a land where the rule and authority of God was to reign supreme. It was a land 

where the people were supposed to be functioning the way humanity was originally intended to 

function—a people who were trusting God, falling under His authority, and being blessed 

through this type of relationship. Ultimately, it was supposed to be a reminder of the garden of 

Eden experience humanity had before they were exiled into unrest.  
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God intended Abram’s descendants to be this little oasis in a world of dysfunction. This 

group of people living on a piece of land under the authority of God was to be a witness to the 

rest of the world. It should have reminded humanity that really, “this is the way it’s supposed to 

be.” 

As the story continues, Abraham dies without personally experiencing all the promises of 

which God had spoken. But that’s okay, because most of the promises were intended to be 

realized by his offspring. Unfortunately, Abraham’s descendants don’t end up in the Promised 

Land, but in Egypt . . . as slaves.  

Let’s consider this situation theologically for a moment. Slavery is the most 

dysfunctional type of work for humanity. Back in Eden, God had given people a restful place to 

be and a thing to do, and they followed His direction (at least for a while). The fall from that rest 

was when humanity received direction from someone other than God and then decided to follow 

that master instead.  

What is slavery? Slavery is when someone takes the place of God and decides what 

another human is going to do for work. This is the most dysfunctional picture of the cosmos that 

can be painted, and unfortunately it is where unrest naturally leads. It is out of that dysfunction 

that God rescues Abraham’s descendants, and He begins inserting reminders of rest for these 

people as He leads them to a land of rest.  

 

Reminders of Rest 

Now we begin to look more closely at the reminders of rest that God gave to those He 

saved from slavery in Egypt. Remember, God is giving His creation reminders that this isn’t the 

way it’s supposed to be, and in this part of the story He’s working through a specific group of 
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people. God reveals Himself to Moses through a complex set of instructions about how to live 

under His rule and authority. When these instructions are written down and presented to the 

people, they become the Law of Moses. It’s a law that is often studied and dissected into smaller 

categories, but let’s consider each of the individual parts of the Mosaic Law as small pieces of 

the whole. It’s along this continuum, the whole Law, that God presents an ever-expanding 

portrayal of what rest originally was. 

The group coming out of Egypt were some of the physical descendants whom God had 

promised to Abraham back in Genesis 12. God’s promise also included a place to be (the 

Promised Land) and a thing to do (live at rest with God and thus bless the whole world through 

their example). Abraham didn’t receive all of this, and his immediate children didn’t either. And 

at this point in the story, four hundred years had passed without God’s promise progressing as 

Jacob’s descendants expected. But now, in the book of Exodus, this particular generation is 

brought out of slavery and the storyline progresses fairly rapidly. 

 

Manna in the Wilderness 

Exodus opens with Moses negotiating the release of the Israelites from slavery. It’s an 

epic tale, to be sure (Exodus 1–14). Pharaoh, the Egyptian ruler, was unwilling to release the 

Israelites from their bondage. But then God sends Moses in to broker the release agreement and, 

after a series of ten plagues, Pharaoh agrees to let the Israelites leave with Moses. As they leave 

the land, Pharaoh reneges on the agreement and, with his army, pursues his former slaves. 

Pharaoh’s army is eventually consumed by the waters of the Red Sea.33 The Israelites, under 

Moses’ leadership and by the hand of God, have been released from slavery. They find 

themselves in the desert lacking water and food, items that had been plentiful in Egypt.  



 44 

It’s into this setting that God begins to remind them of a time, well before the Egyptian 

slavery, when God supplied humanity with bountiful amounts of food and water in the garden of 

Eden. The first of these reminders show up in Exodus 16 when God gave them manna in the 

wilderness. We could get lost in a conversation about what this manna was. We’re not sure. They 

weren’t sure either—the Hebrew word manna literally means “What is it?” (Exodus 16:15). But 

let’s not get so focused on the logistics of the manna that we miss the theology of this gift.  

God brings this group of people to a place where he provides food for them on a daily 

basis. All they have to do is get up in the morning and harvest the food that’s been provided. 

Does this type of situation sound familiar at all? 

It should! 

That was the situation in the garden of Eden. In the beginning, God had planted the 

vineyards and caused everything to grow (Genesis 1:11; 2:8–9) and told humanity to eat what He 

had supplied (Genesis 1:29; 2:15–16). This group of Abraham’s descendants hadn’t experienced 

anything like that in Egypt. So when they escape the slavery of Pharaoh, God first gives them the 

manna. It’s a reminder that it didn’t used to be the way it is. It used to be that God provided food 

and that humanity’s job was to get up in the morning, trust God, and eat.  

In this same episode God gives them another reminder. He instructs the people to collect 

a double portion of manna on the sixth day, and to not work on the seventh. What’s happening 

here? Well, it’s another reminder of proper functioning. God asks the people to enter into a trust 

relationship with Him. He is saying: do this, but don’t do that. Does that sound familiar at all?  

God had set up a similar trust relationship with Adam and Eve in Eden before the fall 

(Genesis 2:16–17). This type of trust relationship says, “I know it’s your job to give me a place 
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to be and directions regarding how to do what I was created to do, and I’ll follow your 

directions.”  

How did this end up for the recently emancipated Israelites? Well, they started out 

grumbling and complaining (Exodus 16:2), and along the way they didn’t follow instructions 

very well (Exodus 16:27–28). 

What is grumbling and complaining? Ultimately it is a lack of trust in God’s ability to 

provide the way it was originally intended to be provided. So, given the lack of food, they 

grumbled and complained. They’re coming out of four hundred years in Egypt, so let’s give 

them a little break regarding their response. But let’s not miss what God is doing. He is giving 

the people reminders. Think of these as small steps that encourage the people to reestablish a 

right relationship with their Creator. They are traveling on a road to rest. God wants them to start 

heading down Sabbath Street. 

Was the people’s unfaithful response a surprise to God? Did their lack of trust cause Him 

to abandon the plan to provide more reminders of rest?  

No, because the plan to give these reminders was always bigger than just the manna.  

 

The Fourth Commandment 

The next reminder of rest in the text is found in Exodus 20:8–11, the fourth 

commandment. Listen to the language of this statement:  

Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy. (v. 8)  

In context, that’s obviously a commandment to remember the repetitive seventh day of 

every week that God is asking the people to observe. But when the people remember the seventh 

day of every week, what are they also supposed to remember? They are to remember that on the 
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original seventh day, God rested. It’s a hyperlink back to that original rest. That first day of rest 

is the “sabbath” the people are really supposed to recall. 

So now God is asking the people to trust Him every day with the manna, and also on the 

seventh day to do no work. But let’s examine this a little more. Does that mean they can’t do 

anything? I’m going to suggest that in this commandment, God is giving instruction to cease 

only our dysfunctional work, the type of work we accomplish under the curse. You remember 

the curse that was handed down to humanity at the fall from rest (Genesis 3:17–19). We will take 

a closer look at this concept from a New Testament perspective in chapter 4. 

For now, let’s just ask this question: When God says, “Don’t do work,” do you think God 

is saying, “Don’t use the gifts I’ve given you to do the things I’ve given you to do under my rule 

and authority as Creator of the cosmos”? 

Not at all! 

In fact, that’s one of the points Jesus makes with the Pharisees in the New Testament. He 

says it’s OK to do “good” on the Sabbath (Matthew 12:12). What’s doing good? It’s being in 

your place and doing what you are supposed to be doing under God’s rule. You are always 

supposed to be doing that type of work. 

That’s what sabbath is.  

That’s what rest is. 

When God restricts work in the fourth commandment, His instructions don’t apply to all 

types of work. He’s only restricting us from the pain and toil type work we experience in the 

curse-a-day world.34 He’s saying, “One day a week, stop going outside my prescribed place to be 

and thing to do. Stop choosing what Adam and Eve chose.” 



 47 

Let’s ask another question. When the commandment says “to keep it holy” (Exodus 

20:8), what’s the best way to keep a day holy? It’s to be in your God-given place and to do your 

God-given thing under God’s rule. To be obedient and to trust—that’s what’s supposed to be 

happening on the seventh day. 

So how did it go with the people in the wilderness? Well, we find out a little later in the 

story. There is a man who goes out on the sabbath day and gathers wood (Numbers 15:32–36). 

What’s the end result? Those who caught the man didn’t know what to do with him, so they took 

him to Moses. But Moses didn’t know what to do either, so he asked God—and God gave 

instructions to kill the man! 

This is where we could get stuck in our conversation about this event. We surmise, 

“Wasn’t that kind of harsh punishment for a guy picking up sticks?” 

We might think, “This doesn’t seem at all like the God of the New Testament.”  

In some ways I might agree with you, but let’s not get distracted by that cul-de-sac 

conversation in which we usually get stuck. Let’s step back and look at the theology that this 

story presents.  

Let me restate it this way: a man, who’s supposed to be resting (and we now know what 

rest is), decides to not follow God’s commandment but instead goes out and does what he wants 

to do and the penalty is death. Does that sound familiar at all?  

It should! 

That’s exactly what happened in the garden of Eden. It was there that humanity was 

given a place to be and a thing to do. Then they decided to step outside that thing to do, and what 

was the penalty?  

Death.  
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This guy in Numbers 15 becomes a very vivid reminder that, “This isn’t the way it’s 

supposed to be.” Let’s also point out that not everyone who broke the sabbath was put to death, 

but this man was the first breaker of the covenant, and God dealt pretty harshly with him to make 

a point.35 Does it mean he didn’t get to be in heaven, just because he broke the sabbath? Well, I 

expect to see a lot of Old Testament characters in heaven who did a lot worse. I believe we can 

comfortably leave that decision to God’s justice, mercy, and grace.  

With all that said, let’s ask the question a second time: Even though following the 

sabbath didn’t go very well, did God abandon the idea of giving ever-increasing reminders of 

how it was in days gone by? No. He didn’t stop because He knew that this picture was bigger 

than just the manna, and was even bigger than the fourth commandment. 

 

Festivals and Additional Sabbath Days 

Together with the daily giving of manna and the weekly sabbath, God gave the people 

seven festivals to be celebrated each year during the agricultural harvest seasons. These festivals 

added additional sabbath days, not directly linked to the seventh-day rest cycle but to the yearly 

calendar (Leviticus 23:3, 7–8, 21, 24–32, 35–39). So now, in addition to the weekly reminders, 

the people have a yearly rhythm of remembering that trusting God’s rule leads to an uncommon 

type of rest.  

Those in the Christian tradition may be familiar with some of these festivals. Three of 

them—Passover, Unleavened Bread, and First Fruits36—were to be celebrated at the time of the 

barley harvest in the spring. Then fifty days later, at the time of the wheat harvest, they were to 

celebrate the Feast of Weeks (or Pentecost). In the fall (at the time of the fruit and nut harvests) 
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they celebrated the Feast of Trumpets, The Day of Atonement, and the Feast of Booths (or 

tabernacles).37 

As we add these reminders to our list, I’d like you to begin seeing these items as 

strategically interconnected and positioned like an inverted funnel that starts small with the 

manna, then expands a little with the weekly sabbath, and now is getting bigger by adding 

several other sabbath days to the yearly calendar.  

God knew that the repetition of manna every day, and the weekly sabbath schedule, 

might get mind-numbingly mundane. That’s often what happens with repetitive events; over time 

they lose their effectiveness. So God added additional days, attached to a program of yearly 

festivals. In this way it was to become an ever-expanding picture of people living under God’s 

rule in a relationship of rest.  

 

Sabbatical Year 

The coordinated, funnel-like, ever-expanding system of “rest reminders” grew even 

bigger with the addition of the sabbatical year. We are introduced to the sabbatical year as a 

sabbath rest for the land. 

You shall sow your land for six years and gather in its yield, but on the seventh year you 

shall let it rest and lie fallow, so that the needy of your people may eat: and whatever they 

leave the beast of the field may eat. You are to do the same with your vineyard and your 

olive grove. (Exodus 23:10–11) 

Does this description remind you of anything? (I hope you saw this one on your own 

before I asked the question.) It’s a hyperlink back to the original purpose given to the land at 

creation.  
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What does it even mean for the land to be at rest? It’s not a living entity, is it? I’m not 

sure if you’ve noticed, but it’s difficult to get dirt to relax in a hammock! That’s not what it’s 

talking about at all.  

Let’s remember what rest is. Rest is being in your place and doing the thing that God 

intended you to do. For land, what was its original intended purpose? It was supposed to grow 

stuff (Genesis 1:10–12), let living creatures crawl around on it (Genesis 1:24–25), and let those 

creatures eat the stuff that grows (Genesis 1:29–30). Land, that’s your job.  

How did this change after the fall from rest? The picture is that there is something 

substantial that changed the way the land worked. After the fall, man had to work the land 

instead of just naturally allowing things to grow. It was under man’s efforts and toil (pain) that 

the land would produce food.  

Lisa and I currently live in a very agricultural part of Oregon, the Willamette (wuh-la-

muht) Valley. In fact, the property right across the street from our house is farmland. There are 

acres and acres of land that someone else takes care of, and it’s all for our viewing pleasure! 

Every year we get to see the land tilled, then planted, then sprayed and fertilized. We watch the 

plants grow, become mature and then eventually harvested. Then the whole process starts over. It 

is quite a coordinated effort to make all that happen.  

Sometimes the farmer who oversees the land across the street will let the land just sit for 

a growing season. He won’t plant anything, and do you know what usually happens? There are 

some seeds left over from the last harvest that take root and just naturally grow. It’s random, and 

there is not nearly as much as when it’s a planned effort, but some plants just naturally grow.  

What is the sabbatical year? It’s a picture of letting the land function the way it was 

originally intended to function. Notice the instructions: don’t go out and plant your crops, just let 
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them grow naturally, the way they were originally intended to grow. Also notice who is 

supposed to receive the yield. Is it each farmer that receives his own crop? No. Everyone gets to 

eat. The needy people (Exodus 23:11) have as much right to the produce of the land as anyone 

else.  

Let me ask this question: In the sabbatical year, are there any needy people? Well, if their 

need is food, there’s not. Everyone is on an equal playing field in the sabbatical year. Even the 

beasts of the field are included, just as it was in the beginning. This is how it was originally when 

everything was at rest. 

This is an important step in God’s progression. He is building in reminders of the way it 

was supposed to be so people would remember that rest not only was, but still is, the gold 

standard.  

Was this the end of reminders of rest? Nope. God’s plan was bigger than the manna, the 

fourth commandment, the additional sabbath days attached to the festivals, and even the 

sabbatical year. What could be bigger than that? Well just read on . . . because it’s 

“inconceivable”! 

 

The Year of Jubilee 

The term “jubilee” refers to a time of celebration and emancipation. Just as the seventh-

day sabbath expanded to the sabbatical year, the sabbatical year idea culminates in the Year of 

Jubilee (Leviticus 25:8–22). This was to happen every fiftieth year. The idea is to count seven 

sets of seven years. In the forty-ninth year, what’s happening? Well, that’s a sabbatical year and 

no one is planting crops. Then the fiftieth year is the Year of Jubilee. What happens then? 
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It’s a crazy year. Why would I call it crazy? Because nobody on Earth would ever 

naturally choose to live this way. Why? Because of the fall from rest. That’s the only reason.  

God gives the descendants of Abraham this Year of Jubilee as a dramatic picture and 

reminder of what once was. God says, everything you did in the previous sabbatical year, I want 

you to do that again. You are going to allow the land to grow produce again the way it was 

originally intended.  

God then instructs them to do something else that will seem absurd. In the last fifty years 

it’s likely that someone has gotten themselves in a bit of financial trouble and had to sell their 

land and move. That happens all the time in a fallen world. In this fiftieth year we are going to 

reset everything. That means we are going to give land back to its original owners. By doing this, 

everyone will go back to the way it was in the beginning.  

God says there are some who, in the last fifty years, have gotten into even more financial 

trouble and selling their land didn’t completely solve the problem. They’ve actually had to take 

on debt and become slaves. This is the most dysfunctional picture of rest there is. So what are we 

going to do in this Year of Jubilee?  

We’re going to hit the reset button. We’re forgiving debt, which will allow people to 

break free from financial slavery. And they will have the freedom to go back to the place they 

were originally given to live (their place to be). With these provisions, what do people now have 

the freedom to do? They can live at rest under God’s rule, in a land of rest.38  

That’s a crazy year for sure, but don’t get caught up in the discussion of how nutty this 

idea is or how practically impossible it would be to pull something like this off, and miss the 

theology behind it. It’s a picture of a reset to a time with no earthly masters telling slaves what to 

do. It’s a picture of God and humanity working together within the relationship they were meant 
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to have. Every fifty years everyone has the freedom to go back to their place, and ask the 

question, “What’s my thing to do?” 

 

The Sign of the Covenant 

All these reminders of rest were part of a much larger covenant God made with the nation 

of Israel. Covenants are agreements between parties. They hold some of the same qualities of our 

modern contracts, but a covenant is more than that. It’s a spiritual pledge.  

We still have some examples of covenants in our modern culture. For some, the 

institution of marriage is one such illustration. Lisa and I were married in December of 1990. On 

that dark and stormy night,39 we entered into a covenantal relationship with each other. If you 

had been at the ceremony, you would have heard us exchange vows of a spiritual nature. Then 

we exchanged rings. We both agreed that those rings would be a “sign,” or reminder, of the 

promises we made to each other that day. We’ve worn our reminders of that covenant almost 

every day since (there was that time when I accidentally lost my ring in our kitchen garbage for a 

couple of days). 

Covenants in the Bible also have “signs,” or reminders, to the parties involved that a 

covenant is in place. Those familiar with the biblical story are probably already aware of some of 

these. For instance, when the Lord made a covenant with humanity through Noah (Genesis 9:11–

17), He gave the “sign” of the rainbow as a confirmation and reminder of that covenant. When 

God established a covenant with Abraham (Genesis 17:9–14), He established the “sign” of 

circumcision. 
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According to Walton and Longman, “These signs are like brands. They serve as a 

reminder to the covenant partners of the relationship established between them. . . . Signs are, not 

surprisingly, integrally related to the specific character of the covenant they are attached to.”40 

It might be surprising to learn, then, that for the covenant God established with the people 

at Mt. Sinai, the “sign” of that covenant was God’s sabbaths. 

The LORD spoke to Moses, saying, “But as for you, speak to the sons of Israel, saying, 

‘You shall surely observe My sabbaths; for this is a sign between Me and you throughout 

your generations, that you may know that I am the Lord who sanctifies you. Therefore 

you are to observe the sabbath, for it is holy to you.’” (Exodus 31:12–14a) 

Let’s notice a couple things about this short passage. First, the sabbaths God handed 

down through Moses are described as God’s sabbaths; He call them “My sabbaths.” The people 

were not told to observe their sabbaths; they are of the Lord’s design. When humanity is brought 

back to a proper understanding of rest, it is the Lord’s rest to which we are invited. It is not our 

idea of rest. For so many today, the understanding of sabbath is that it is their possession; that 

they get to decide what it is and how to do it. But humanity doesn’t control sabbath rest. Sabbath 

rest is God’s creation, and in the New Testament Jesus claims lordship of that reality (Matthew 

12:8;  Mark 2:28; Luke 6:5). 

The next point is a grammatical distinction between the plural and singular use of the 

word. In verse 13, God instructs that the people were to observe “My sabbaths” (plural). Then in 

verse 14, He says they are to observe “the sabbath” (singular) referring specifically to the weekly 

sabbath. Some assume that both of these references refer to the same thing. They conclude that 

“My sabbaths” (plural) must be the collection of all the weekly sabbath (singular) days. But 

that’s not what the grammar suggests, and it’s not what God is communicating. 
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We’ve just unpacked the full theology of sabbath rest presented in the Mosaic Law. We 

now know that the weekly sabbaths are just a small portion of a larger sabbath system. The sign 

of the Mosaic covenant is not just the weekly sabbath days; rather, the “sign” is the whole 

theology of the ever-expanding picture of sabbath rest we’ve discussed. When the Israelites 

observed the weekly sabbaths, festival sabbaths, sabbatical years, and years of jubilee, they were 

participating in “the sign of their covenant.” 

God’s instruction then, in verse 13, is to observe “My sabbaths”—that is, the long list of 

those reminders of rest He had just handed down to Moses. Then, in verses 14–17, he gives the 

example of just one of those reminders: the weekly sabbath. When the people observed all the 

sabbaths described in the Mosaic Law, they were signaling, to God, themselves, and the rest of 

the world that they were parties to the covenant. 

The problem is, the descendants of Abraham never fully did this. They never fully 

adopted the sign of the covenant which God had given them. They failed to correctly observe 

“God’s sabbaths” in the way He had described. And years later in their story, the prophet Ezekiel 

would describe God’s response to their lack of obedience: 

So, I took them out of the land of Egypt and brought them into the wilderness. I gave 

them My statutes and informed them of My ordinances, by which, if a man observes 

them, he will live. Also, I gave them My sabbaths to be a sign between Me and them that 

they might know that I am the Lord who sanctifies them. But the house of Israel rebelled 

against Me in the wilderness. They did not walk in My statutes and they rejected My 

ordinances . . . and My sabbaths they greatly profaned. (Ezekiel 20:10–13) 

That was true of the first generation in the wilderness, but it was also true of the people 

after they entered the Promised Land. Israel’s practice of the sabbaths was corrupted by their 
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own ideas of what it should be. They changed the sign of the covenant and adapted it for their 

own purposes. They added their own meanings and chose to never include key parts of the 

covenantal sign. For instance, Israel never observed the Year of Jubilee the way it was described 

to them. That once-a-generation celebration was to be the most profound picture to humanity of 

what it is like to live at rest with God, but that illustration of rest was never completed. 

Consider those who paint pictures on canvas. If someone paints a picture and doesn’t 

finish it, or if they only put in certain parts of the picture but leave other sections unfinished, 

those viewing the piece of art never get to see everything they are supposed to see. They don’t 

ever see the beauty that only the finished painting can portray. 

A quick search on the internet will bring up many examples of unfinished paintings. 

Sometimes artists get distracted, sometimes they die before they can finish the work, but 

sometimes the subjects don’t come back for a second sitting. That was the case for artist Alice 

Neel in 1965. She started a portrait of James Hunter, a draftee who was about to go to Vietnam. 

In the first sitting the artist was able to complete the pensive head of James Hunter, resting on 

one hand while he sat in a chair. She had just enough time in that first sitting to draw a rough 

outline of the remainder of Hunter’s body and the chair in which he was sitting. The draftee was 

supposed to come back for a second sitting to allow Neel to finish her work, but he never came 

back. To this day there is a bit of a mystery as to why he was a no-show for his second sitting. 

No one knows if he had a change of heart or if something more serious might have happened to 

him.41  

But what was the result of his no-show? The painting became famous and remains 

unfinished to this day. Some details, one of his hands and his head, are clearly portrayed, and the 
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rest of the picture is only in outline form. Interestingly, even though it’s obvious the picture was 

never completed, the unfinished work is now considered to be a finished product.  

That’s similar to the theological picture of rest. These reminders of rest, culminating in 

the Year of Jubilee, were intended to be a picture of another time and another place, but the last 

part of the painting was never fully finished. There’s a rough outline of it in the biblical text, but 

the Year of Jubilee and other parts of the picture never made it back for the second sitting.  

 

The Land as Rest 

In the beginning of the book of Joshua, the people remember the words of Moses: “The 

LORD your God gives you rest [a place to be and a thing to do under his rule] and will give you 

this land” (Joshua 1:13). 

What’s going on here?  

These reminders of rest don’t just apply then to days and years and the release of debt, 

but to the actual physical land itself. God intended for this land of Israel, and the people living 

within its boundaries under His rule and authority, to be a picture for the whole world. It was to 

be a picture that things had functioned differently in the past, and that one day they would return 

to the way it was supposed to be. It was to be a message that God’s purpose is to bring order and 

function back to the chaos of a fallen world. That’s His purpose. While that ultimate plan is 

playing out, He is giving reminders to creation so they won’t forget where they are in the picture. 

It was before and it will be again; just remember this isn’t the way it’s supposed to be. As 

you probably know, it didn’t go very well when the descendants got into the land. They distorted 

the reminders of rest so much that it distracted the people from remembering the very thing God 

wanted them to understand. 
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I think in many ways this is similar to where the church finds itself today in its 

conversation about rest. Rest has become so distorted and applied out of context that believers 

are distracted from remembering what it is that they are supposed to remember: God has a plan 

for a complete reset.  

And thank God He does! 

 

Looking for a City 

Now back to Hebrews, the New Testament book that pulls Old Testament references 

together to weave the biblical narrative into a New Testament context. It says in chapter 11:8–16, 

“By faith Abraham, when he was called, obeyed by going out to a place which he was to receive 

as an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he was going.”  

Do you see the way this is worded? God told Abraham he had a place to be, so by faith 

Abraham left his old place in search of the new place. He didn’t know where the land was, or 

even exactly what he was supposed to do once he arrived. Abraham knew he wasn’t where he 

was supposed to be, and so he became more interested in finding his place than protecting his 

possessions. This is a great picture of trusting in God’s rule! 

As the account goes, Abraham doesn’t receive the land he was promised. His wife Sarah, 

walking alongside in faith, doesn’t receive it. His son Isaac and his grandson Jacob (heirs to the 

same promise) don’t receive it either (Hebrews 11:9–11). God’s promise was much bigger than 

any one of these individual people. The text says that all these people died without actually 

receiving these things, but understood they would be coming. They confessed that they were 

“strangers and exiles on the earth.” 
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We often read this statement as suggesting, “They lived as strangers here on the earth 

because they really should have been living with God in the heavens.”42 But that’s not what it’s 

saying. It’s saying that they were strangers here on the earth because they realized something 

else: this isn’t the way the earth is supposed to be. 

That’s what made them strangers here on the earth, because the rule of earth is supposed 

to be different. That’s what makes believers today aliens as well. Let me paraphrase Hebrews 

11:13 for perspective: “All these died in faith, without receiving that oasis that was promised to 

them. But having envisioned that oasis of rest and having welcomed it from a distance they said, 

‘We don’t belong here. We don’t belong to the administration that currently rules this fallen 

world. We recognize and give witness to a different way this whole thing was supposed to be.’”  

Then the writer of Hebrews says something incredibly profound in 11:14: “For those who 

say such things make it clear that they are seeking a country of their own.” They were promised 

a place—and they are seeking a "fatherland” (in the original language) of their own. 

Indeed, if they had been thinking of that country from which they went out, they would 

have had opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a 

heavenly one. (Hebrews 11:15–16) 

These people of faith desired a different administration than the one under which the 

world currently operates. But when it says they were seeking a “heavenly one” don’t get lost in 

what you think that means. It doesn’t mean they were wanting to die and go to heaven. Rather, it 

is describing their desire to remain on this earth and live here under a new administration, 

because the current way it is operating isn’t right. They are seeking the administration that ruled 

in the beginning, the one that will one day rule again completely unhindered. 

They are saying, “I desire the restful rule established long ago in Eden.” 
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When Abraham is given the promise, that’s what he’s seeking. Go back and read the 

Genesis 3:21–24 account of the exile from the garden. When Adam and Eve are kicked out, the 

garden of Eden doesn’t disappear. It remains right where it was, with the cherubim and a flaming 

sword in place to guard the entrance. At least theologically, Eden still exists. It is the place of 

God’s rule on earth. It’s the continuation of His rest. 

When Abraham is given a better promise, he goes out in search of a better country. It’s a 

heavenly country where God’s rule and administration reigns, and it’s on the earth. Abraham is 

looking for the rest originally offered in Eden.  

“Therefore, God is not ashamed to be called their God; for He has prepared a city for 

them” (Hebrews 11:16). What is this passage saying? The reader gets to see this city at the very 

end of the book of Revelation. In Revelation 21, the new creation is described as a city and the 

building blocks are people. The city is its people, and their final destination is not to stay in 

heaven—it’s to return God’s rule and authority back to the earth. The whole goal is to restore a 

fully realized creation that began on the seventh day: a creation at rest.  

The author of Hebrews wants us to remember the city where God rules offers everyone a 

place to be and an unhindered thing to do. Despite the dysfunction, pain, and toil in the world, 

that city still exists. 

Let’s not forget to ask the question, “What’s available to believers today?” What part of 

this idea of rest is available now? Do you remember the message we’ve discussed in Hebrews 4?  

So there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God. For the one who has entered His 

rest has himself also rested from his works, as God did from His. Therefore, let us be 

diligent to enter that rest. (Hebrews 4:9–11) 
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Those who come to faith enter into a rest similar to the rest that God is experiencing. So, 

what is the author of Hebrews talking about? That’s exactly what we’ll explore as we progress 

deeper into this study.
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Chapter 3 

Image-Bearing and Shadow-Casting 

 
You have formed us for Yourself, and our hearts are restless till they find rest in You. 

—Augustine of Hippo43 
 

 

In the previous chapters we have used some common language to describe rest, but we’ve 

moved past the modern cultural understanding of those terms. We’ve become acquainted with 

the biblical definitions for that vocabulary. So how are we rethinking this ancient concept? Let’s 

do a little review, and then continue to build on those ideas.  

We’ve seen how God’s rest is first pictured in Genesis where it’s presented as God’s rule 

over an ordered creation. It’s God’s never-ending, active engagement over the cosmos as its 

King. It’s a story where He gave everything a place to be, a thing to do, and in the beginning 

humanity’s representatives were at rest with Him in the garden. Adam and Eve were in their 

place and doing their thing, at rest, as long as they acknowledged God as their ruler. Now, let’s 

look a little more closely at some of the characteristics of that restful relationship Adam and Eve 

had before the fall. 

 

Bearing God’s Image44 

God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and 

female He created them. (Genesis 1:27) 
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Humanity was the only part of creation that was given the unique distinction of being 

made in God’s image. So, what exactly does that mean? To be sure image bearing is a 

multifaceted concept that I won’t try to fully address here. Rather, let me present one important 

aspect of this concept we notice directly from the text.  

Biblically speaking, the word used for “image” is sometimes also translated as “idol.” 

That’s how the word is most often used in the rest of the Old Testament. For instance, this same 

Hebrew word describe statues (images) of pagan gods (Numbers 33:52; 2 Kings 11:18; 2 

Chronicles 23:17; Ezra 7:20; Ezekiel 16:17; Amos 5:26). The biblical understanding of an idol 

(image) is something that represents the likeness of something else, the thing it represents. This 

is sometimes a physical similarity that the idol depicts, but it can be much more than that too.  

For example, sometimes children bear a physical likeness to their parents. Is that true in 

your family? In my case, I am much more like my dad in physical stature, and my sister Jodi was 

more like my mom. My dad, Larry, was 6’4” tall and was a football lineman in high school (back 

when they played with leather helmets and no face guards). Dad was a big dude.  

On the other hand my mom, Eleanor, is 5’4” tall, and she fits nicely under my armpit if I 

lift one hand up and over her head. I do a good job of bearing my father’s physical image, but 

that’s not the end of the comparisons. 

When my dad was young, he lived in Seattle, Washington. We have extended family in 

that area and I grew up visiting there at least once a year for Hall-family gatherings. At a certain 

point during every trip, as our immediate family drove through the middle of Seattle on Interstate 

5, my dad would stop whatever conversation was happening in the car and announce, “We are 

now crossing over the location of my childhood home.” It was the one he lived in as a young 

adolescent through the time he was in high school. As it turns out, the city purchased, and 
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eventually demolished, his parents’ house because it was right in the middle of one of the 

northbound lanes (or at least it eventually would have been). 

This type of behavior was one of my dad’s consistent character traits. Any time we 

passed by a place with any amount of personal historical significance, he would stop the 

conversation, point the place out, and recount his connection. He would often drive miles out of 

the way to visit such places. This happened quite often and I remember thinking, in my arrogant 

adolescence, that this character trait was ridiculous. 

Then it happened.  

I grew up and had a family of my own, and now I do the very same thing! When Lisa and 

I drive anywhere close to one of our former homes, I instinctively feel the urge to meander my 

way through the familiar streets and end up driving slowly by our old domicile. One or two turns 

into the journey, when Lisa realizes what I’m doing, she usually comments, “Oh, you’re just like 

your dad!” 

And that’s a good thing. 

I bear my dad’s image in many different ways: the way I look, the way I talk, the way I 

burp, and yes, even the way I drive slowly by former places of residence to make reminiscent 

comments.  

In Genesis 1:27 the “image-bearing” characteristic that God shared with humanity could 

refer to just a physical likeness, or it might describe some of humanity’s metaphysical 

characteristics, like having a conscience and the ability to reason. To be sure, both of these 

options are worthy of further comment in the discussion of things we share with the Creator. But 

there is a different aspect of this image-bearing that we find in the Genesis text. In Genesis 1:27, 

the “made in God’s image” statement is followed directly with a job description:  
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God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and 

female He created them. God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, 

and fill the earth and subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the 

sky and over every living thing that moves on the earth.” (Genesis 1:27–28) 

This passage suggests that a large part of our image-bearing is reflected in what we do 

and how we do it. In this context image-bearing is presented in terms of a “functional reflection” 

of the image. In other words, when we are in our God-given place to be and we are doing our 

God-given thing to do (the way God would have us do it), we are functionally bearing God’s 

image to the world. We are acting just like God would if He were here in the flesh. Does that 

sound familiar to you? 

It might, because it’s very similar to what Jesus asks of New Testament believers. We are 

to have a heart after God that should play out very practically in the way we live our lives. We 

are to love others the way God loves us (1 John 4:11–19), be willing to forgive often as God does 

(Matthew 18:21–22), and trust the circumstances of our lives to the one who is really in control 

of such things (Matthew 6:25–34).  

In this way we are to bear His image within creation. God is sharing His responsibilities 

with humanity; subduing, ruling, cultivating, and keeping are all God activities. Those are things 

God does, but at creation He agreed to share those activities with humanity. We have all been 

called to reflect God’s image by being in our right place, at the right time, and respond the way 

God would have us respond. That’s a huge privilege and it’s an even bigger responsibility. 

The image of God that humanity shares is an invitation to be and act like God on earth. 

When we do the things God would do, in the place that He would have us do them, we are 

bearing His image and reflecting His rest. This revelation isn’t anything new. It is just a little 
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twist on the popular 1990s question asked on thousands of bumper stickers and bracelets, “What 

would Jesus do?” (WWJD). Except this time, we are asking, “What’s my place to be and thing to 

do?” (WMPTBATTD). That acronym just doesn’t roll off the tongue quite as well. 

 

Are We Just Bystanders? 

I like to create sprinkler systems. It’s one of the things I do. I’m even pretty good at it. 

I’ve installed in-ground sprinklers for the last three homes we’ve owned. In this process I do the 

initial layout of the system on paper, get some help creating a parts list, purchase all the 

equipment, dig the trenches, piece everything together, make sure all the pipes are glued, bury 

them, and plant the grass. It’s quite a process and I’m usually ready to be done with it by the end 

of each project.  

Now I want you to imagine something. Let’s say you walk by my house when I’m 

beginning to dig the trenches for a new sprinkler system. Perhaps you would stop and comment 

on what a masterful job I was doing. Maybe you even ask a couple of questions about how the 

system will operate when I’m done, what type of sprinklers I’m using, or if it also has a drip 

system attached.  

Let’s say you ask all these questions, listened to my answers, and then remained in my 

driveway for the rest of the day offering me further compliments regarding how good everything 

looks. Do you know what I would do? I’d invite you to join me in the process. I’d say, “Hey, 

why don’t you go home, change into some work clothes and come back and get your hands dirty. 

I’ve got lots of stuff you could be doing to help me.”  

What would your response be?  
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A request like that would just take our relationship to a whole new level, wouldn’t it? It’s 

kind of like asking someone to help you move! 

I’m guessing some of you would want to dive in and learn a little bit about how the 

whole sprinkler system works. Some of you would graciously decline my offer (and then slowly 

back away from the property).  

But I’m guessing none of you would first decline my offer . . . and then go get a bunch of 

your friends, bring them to my driveway, and just stand around watching me do my work, and 

commenting about what a great guy I am and what an incredible sprinkler system I’ve created.  

I just don’t think that would happen, but this is a little like what some of us are doing. 

 We’ve come to God’s driveway. We’ve shown some interest in what He is doing. We’ve 

even complimented Him on how amazing everything looks and how great He is. But He’s 

invited us into the process with him and would like us to help Him with the work. He’s saying, 

“Why don’t you get your work clothes on and jump in and help me? I’ll teach you how I would 

do it and then let you get your hands dirty.” Some of us have declined His offer, gone and 

gathered a bunch of our friends, and brought them back to the driveway to watch everything and 

continue to compliment Him on how amazing He is. 

No matter who you are, no matter your age, because you are a member of humanity, 

you’ve been invited into the process of assisting in the assembly of this whole system to make it 

operate the way God would do it. Are you willing to jump in? Are you willing to get your hands 

dirty? Would you consider taking your relationship with God to a whole new level? 

The biblical story tells us that Adam and Eve at first accepted this invitation and jumped 

right into the process with God in the garden. They were ruling, subduing, cultivating, and 

keeping. They were in their place doing their thing. But at some point, that changed. In simple 
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terms, it was when they listened to someone other than the Master Gardener for direction on 

where to be and what to do. When that happened, humanity’s rest ended and our representatives 

were exiled from Eden. Their experience then became an existence of pain and toil. To some 

degree this situation still exists today. Humanity is still trying to do what we were meant to do, 

but we are doing it under the authority of a different commander. 

 

The Reminders are Interconnected 

God knew that humanity, after the fall and exile from the garden, would quickly forget 

that they had a place to be and a thing to do under God’s rule. In the last chapter we discussed 

the “reminders of rest” that God put in place for the people of Israel. Let’s briefly review what 

was presented: 

1. First, God gave them weekly ways to practice and grow their faith (the gathering of 

manna and the fourth commandment).  

2. Then He added several additional sabbath days to the yearly calendar (attached to the 

seven annual festivals of Passover, Unleavened Bread, First Fruits, Pentecost, Trumpets, 

Day of Atonement, and Tabernacles).  

3. He then instructed people to experience an expanded idea of sabbath every seventh 

year (sabbatical year). 

4. Every fiftieth year, they were to completely hit the reset button (the Year of Jubilee).  

5. All these reminders of rest (their thing to do) were to be practiced in a land that God 

would provide (their place to be). If everything went well, this Promised Land would 

become known as a land of rest. The Israelites, living at rest with God, were supposed to 
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be a reminder to all of humanity that the world had started out much differently than the 

curse-a-day world we now experience.  

You might be tempted to see these restful reminders found in the Law of Moses as 

compartmentalized, standalone entities, meant to be evaluated individually. This is often how the 

Old Testament Law is explained, that it must be dissected into smaller segments so each part can 

be evaluated for its applicability to modern readers.45 This compartmentalized type of study 

doesn’t allow the interconnected nature of larger biblical themes to present themselves. It can 

mask those larger movements and bring thematic confusion to the process. 

Many today who study the Bible are not taught to look for the larger themes that run 

throughout its stories and theology. I grew up studying the Bible in this compartmentalized way. 

As I studied Scripture, I learned many individual facts about God and how He works in the 

world, but even into early adulthood I hadn’t pieced together many of the bigger thematic 

pictures.46  

I call the way I used to study the “dot-to-dot method.” In many ways it is very similar to 

those dot-to-dot pictures that are produced for children. Do you remember the last time you 

completed one of those? I remember having a whole book of dot-to-dots when I was young. In 

my childhood those pictures were always such a mystery, but as an adult, the pictures are pretty 

easy to figure out. What’s the difference?  

Adults look at those pictures and are able to quickly take in the whole page. They see the 

first set of dots in the rough outline of a dog. Then they notice another set that will become a 

bone, and over in the corner there’s a set that will form a water dish that already says “Fido” on 

it! For adults who have been trained to look at the whole picture, there is no question about 

what’s about to go down on the page. 
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But as a child I didn’t have that same perspective. I’d look at the page, see a bunch of 

mysterious dots, and immediately get laser-focused on finding the number “one.” This is what I 

was taught to do and I knew that’s where everything should get started. Once I found the “one,” 

I’d place my pencil on the page and then make my way to “two,” “three,” and so on. Then when 

I had made my way to the last number—and not really much before that—I’d allow my gaze to 

back away from the page and discover that the larger picture had magically appeared as I was 

connecting the individual points. That’s when I’d realize for the first time, “It’s a puppy!” 

In a similar way, the Bible presents a theological dot-to-dot about God and how He 

created the universe to work. We sometimes get too laser-focused on the individual dots and 

miss the larger way they are interconnected. But when we are able to connect the individual 

points, we see truths that the larger themes offer.  

For instance, consider when God gave the manna in the wilderness and instituted the 

Sabbath observance (Exodus 16). We often study that story and see it as an end, in and of itself. 

Just one dot on the page. But shortly after that instance, Moses and the people arrive at Mount 

Sinai (Exodus 19) and then receive the Ten Commandments, including the fourth commandment 

of Sabbath rest (Exodus 20). These could just be viewed as additional individual dots, but we are 

not supposed to interpret these “reminders of rest” as separate entities that functioned in and of 

themselves. The original audience understood each of these points on a continuum as part of a 

connected and expanding theology of rest. The process of rethinking what the Bible has to say 

about rest demands that we arrange the dots on this topic in the way the original readers 

understood them to be connected. When we do, a much larger—and more complex—picture of 

rest develops.  
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The Year of Jubilee Reframed 

There are aspects of the Year of Jubilee that might help illustrate this interconnectedness. 

I’ve suggested that the jubilee year is the culmination of several reminders of rest in the Law of 

Moses. Every fiftieth year, one time for each generation, there was supposed to be this special 

Jubilee reminder of how things used to be, and a hope of a future time of rest.  

This reset was not just a chance to remember the way things were fifty years prior, or 

even a reminder of the Israelites entrance into the land under Joshua’s leadership. It was intended 

to be a small glimpse of God’s rule in Eden and all the reminders in the progression leading up to 

the jubilee were interconnected with it. There’s a description of this connection in the text: 

You are also to count off seven sabbaths of years for yourself, seven times seven years, 

so that you have the time of the seven sabbaths of years, namely, forty-nine years. You 

shall then sound a ram’s horn abroad on the tenth day of the seventh month: on the day of 

atonement, you shall sound a horn all through your land. You shall thus consecrate the 

fiftieth year and proclaim a release through the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be a 

jubilee for you, and each of you shall return to his own property, and each of you shall 

return to his family. (Leviticus 25:8–10) 

This passage describes how the people of Israel were to begin the Year of Jubilee. On the 

tenth day of the seventh month, they were to sound a horn. Why is this important? In the Jewish 

calendar, that particular day is a sabbath day attached to one of the yearly national festivals, the 

Day of Atonement (Leviticus 23:26–32). The jubilee horn, which signified the beginning of the 

year of jubilee, was to be blown on the Day of Atonement. It was on this yearly festival sabbath 

that the nation pushed another reset button, the yearly forgiveness of the nation’s sins. The Day 
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of Atonement was also the only day of fasting within Judaism.47 The people fasted in 

anticipation of God’s provision. 

The highlight of the Day of Atonement festival was the offering of two goats on behalf of 

the nation. The priests brought both goats to the temple on that day. One of the goats was 

sacrificed, and its blood was taken and sprinkled on the mercy seat on top of the ark of the 

covenant. But the other goat wasn’t killed. This second goat was called the“scapegoat. The high 

priest would place his hands on the head of this goat (symbolizing the transfer of the nation’s sin 

onto the animal). Then do you know what they did? They sent the goat out to the wilderness, 

never to be seen again.48 It was a very vivid picture of the removal of sins from the people.  

On this one-day God’s “telescope-of-rest-reminders” seemed to collapse upon itself and 

converged into a unique, multifaceted picture of rest. Let’s put our pencils on the page and 

connect all the dots.  

1. The jubilee year began with the blowing of a trumpet.  

 2. It was the beginning of the yearly Day of Atonement festival. 

  3. It was the beginning of a second consecutive sabbath year.  

   4. It was a sabbath day.  

    5. People fasted in anticipation of God’s provision. 

     6. Two goats were brought to the temple. 

      7. The blood of one entered the Holy of Holies. 

      8. The sins on the scapegoat were taken away.49 

     9. The relationship with God was restored. 

    10. Food was made available for everyone. 

   11. It was a reminder of God’s rule and order for the cosmos. 
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  12. Land was returned to its original owners and remained at rest. 

 13. All bondslaves were granted unconditional freedom 

14. It was the beginning of a special year in the Promised Land, a place of rest.50 

With all of these elements connected, God’s picture of rest is complete. Now that we’ve 

connected all the dots, let’s back away from the page, give it a quarter-turn, and see the picture 

we’ve created. . . . It’s a hammock! 

Wait a minute, that’s not right! We must have turned the picture the wrong way. When 

we flip it and look at it, right side up, we notice the depiction of a special garden on top of a 

mountain. And as we might expect, there’s God right at the center, ensuring that the picture of 

rest is complete. 

The beginning of the jubilee year was a dramatic reminder of what it was like for Adam 

and Eve to follow God’s rule in Eden. It was a reminder of a time when there was no sin, 

everyone had their place and their thing, nobody was in debt, there were no poor, no rich—

everybody was just doing what they were supposed to be doing. 

The individual components of rest were never meant to be understood as standalone 

entities. When we understand the individual pictures, and how they are interconnected within the 

entire theology, we are able to realize the complexity of the larger picture the dots create. 

It’s also through this larger perspective, we realize just how insufficient those 

interconnected Old Testament reminders were. You would think, given the specific instructions 

within the Mosaic Law, that Israel would have been incredibly diligent to make sure everything 

happened exactly as it was supposed to. But Israel’s practice of these reminders was, at best, 

inconsistent. They sometimes went decades without observing any of them. The reminders were 

good but they were insufficient, in and of themselves, to return true rest to the creation. 
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Prophetic Corrections and Hope 

This truth became more apparent as the prophets brought God’s message to the people. 

Prophets would always bring a message of judgement and hope. The judgement was God’s 

response to the people’s unwillingness to live under His rule and authority, and the hope was for 

the future. 

The book of Isaiah includes an example of this type of prophetic message. In Isaiah 58, 

the prophet first brings a message of correction to the people of Israel about how they had 

misunderstood and misapplied several aspects of the jubilee year. The chapter begins with God’s 

direction for the prophet to sound his voice like a trumpet (v. 1). Isaiah then used that voice to 

correct the people’s practice of fasting (vv. 4–5) and described God’s true fast where the 

oppressed are freed from wickedness and supplied all their needs (vv. 6–7).  

The chapter ends with Isaiah presenting the clearest Old Testament picture of God’s 

expectation of the sabbath. How were they to observe the sabbath? What type of activities were 

the people to cease? Let’s read the words of Isaiah directly: 

If because of the sabbath, you turn your foot from doing your own pleasure on My holy 

day, and call the sabbath a delight, the holy day of the LORD honorable, and honor it, 

desisting from your own ways, from seeking your own pleasure and speaking your own 

word. Then you will take delight in the LORD, and I will make you ride on the heights of 

the earth; and I will feed you with the heritage of Jacob your father, for the mouth of the 

LORD has spoken. (Isaiah 58:13–14) 

That’s just about as clear a definition as the Bible provides for the sabbath. It’s a day 

where we are to honor God by walking away from our own attempts to order the world in our 
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own way. We are to cease and desist seeking our own pleasure and speaking our own words 

toward our own glory. It’s a day of denial. We deny our will and submit to the will of the one 

who made us, the one who knows us better than we know ourselves. 

Those are the words of the Lord through Isaiah the prophet to a group of people who had 

misunderstood the reason for sabbath, fasting, the Day of Atonement, the sabbatical year, and the 

year of jubilee. Perhaps it’s also a word of correction for us, we who have also misunderstood 

and misapplied several aspects of godly rest. 

But correction is never the end of the prophet’s statement. Isaiah’s message ends with the 

hope of a day where humanity will “ride on the heights of the earth.” While I’m not sure exactly 

what that will look like—it sure sounds exceedingly fun and exciting! It’s the promise of better 

days ahead. 

The prophets’ messages of hope often spoke of one who would come, who would be able 

to solve the problem of humanity’s exile. The Law, the Prophets, and the Writings (the whole 

Old Testament) continually present that humanity should be expecting something better than the 

reminders of rest. Something more capable of bringing rest back to humanity. 

Remember our message from earlier in Hebrews 4: 

For if Joshua had given them rest, He would not have spoken of another day after that. So 

there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God. For the one who has entered His rest 

has himself also rested from his works, as God did from His. Therefore, let us be diligent 

to enter that rest, so that no one will fall, through following the same example of 

disobedience. (Hebrews 4:8–11) 

If it was the Old Testament character of Joshua who had given Israel true rest, the 

prophets would not have given the hope of another day after that. So, God expects us to read the 
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Old Testament story and emerge expecting a better offer of rest than the reminders could extend. 

The reminders were significant in their original setting, but we are not supposed to be satisfied 

with any of them individually—or even all of them collectively. We are to see them and think 

about a lost reality that existed before, in Eden, and expect that one day that restful existence will 

be restored and fully realized in the new creation. 

 

The Shadow World 

The New Testament describes the Old Testament Law, and some of the reminders of rest 

within the Law that we’ve been discussing, as shadows. So, let’s talk about shadows a little and 

look into the first century’s cultural context of this ancient description.  

I like to think of a shadow as a flat, one-dimensional, colorless representation of a 

substance that has a full set of dimensions, color, and mass. To be sure, shadows reflect aspects 

of the substance that casts them. For instance, suppose I was standing in front of you with our 

two mini-Schnauzers, Tank and Lady, on leads next to me with the sun at my back. Now suppose 

you were only able to see the shadows that the dogs and I cast on the ground. You would likely 

be able to tell that there is a person and two dogs standing before you. You might not know that 

it was me specifically, but you could hopefully tell it was a person. You might not be able to tell 

they were mini-Schnauzers, but you could probably tell they were small dogs. Shadows are able 

to represent a general description of a substance, but they are never able to share all the details of 

the substance that casts them. 

 

Shadows in Philosophy 
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There once was a philosopher by the name of Plato. Maybe you’ve heard of him? Plato 

was one of the most important figures in Western philosophy. He introduced several new ideas to 

the philosophic world of his day, but many of his ideas were built on the foundations of those 

who preceded him. He interacted with, and further developed, the ideas of philosophers like 

Heraclitus and Socrates. To give some historical perspective, Plato lived about four hundred 

years before the time of Jesus, but well after the events of the Old Testament had concluded. 

Many of the questions he investigated are still being discussed today, and his ideas continue to 

have a profound impact on Christian thinking.51 

For Plato, the “good life” depended on a well-ordered soul. He described the human 

purpose as one of moving from a state of interior disorder to one of order. This process entailed 

the moderation of life’s passions through one’s reason and will. His was the struggle to regulate 

the three parts of the soul with virtuous responses to human passions. Plato described this as a 

conflict that each individual waged largely by themselves. I find it interesting that even secular 

philosophy recognized the innate human desire to bring order to chaotic situations. It also 

recognized that struggle begins with the human soul. 

Around 380 BC, Plato wrote his work The Republic. In this book, he discusses an idea 

that he calls the “world of the forms.” For Plato, a form was the nonphysical “ideal version” of 

something in an unseen realm. He argued that thinking about the ideal version of things is one of 

the most useful exercises we can have. From his perspective, these forms exist as a blueprint in 

an unseen world, but they cast shadows into the physical world in which we live. So, platonically 

speaking, we don’t have “forms” in our world, but we do have shadows of the ideal forms that 

are unseen. 
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Here’s an example: Let’s take the idea of “good.” There exists an ideal good, but when 

we talk about “good” we are usually forced to think of it in terms of an “example of good” that 

we know of or have experienced here on earth. 

“Do you know Sally? She is a good person.” 

“Wow, that ice cream was good.” 

“Good dog!” 

While these are examples of “good” and certainly bring out different aspects of its 

meaning, do any of these truly give examples of the Platonic “ideal good?” 

While Sally might be a “good person,” she certainly has times where she is looking out 

for her best interests. 

That “good ice cream” has too many calories. 

That “good dog” pooped on my neighbor’s lawn (OK, maybe that is the ideal good!). 

When we see “examples of good” on Earth, we get a glimpse of “ideal good”—but it’s 

only a shadow of good. Plato suggests that beyond all the shadows of good that we know and 

experience, there is an unadulterated ideal good that is better than anything we have experienced 

in this world. 

 

Plato’s Cave 

Plato explains some of these ideas in a very famous story, usually referred to as the 

“allegory of the cave.”52 I’d like to describe it for illustrative purposes. 

Plato asked us to imagine a group of ordinary individuals who have become prisoners in 

an underground cave. They are completely fastened to chairs with their heads in vices so they 
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can only look straight ahead. They’ve been this way since they were born. In front of them is the 

wall of the cave in which they’ve lived their entire life. 

Behind them is a fire and between the people and the fire is a walkway with people 

passing by holding up different objects. The fire casts its light on the objects and in turn casts a 

shadow on the cave wall in front of the people. But the people don’t have any concept of what’s 

going on behind them, because they’ve never been able to turn around and see what’s happening. 

All they ever get to see is the shadows on the wall in front of them. The shadows are their whole 

world. 

Plato suggests that the people in this fixed condition, with their limited understanding of 

reality, would eventually begin to think that the shadows on the wall in front of them were 

something in and of themselves. They would begin to notice characteristics of the different 

shadows. They would start to name the shadows and study them. Eventually, without the benefit 

of any other perspective, they would begin to think that the shadows were actually the substance 

that was casting them. 

This is an allegory that Plato used to describe the process of education. Those strapped 

into the chairs are the people in the world who are not aware of his world of the forms and who 

rely on the philosopher’s clarity of perspective to explain the true nature of reality. Plato suggests 

that oftentimes we in the world look at things that we think are real, but are only shadows which 

reflect a much more complex unseen ideal. 

Plato’s cave allegory was inserted into the Greek philosophic discussion shortly before 

Alexander the Great conquered a large portion of the world. Alexander’s conquests allowed 

Greek to become a standard language of commerce. This standardization of language allowed 

thoughts and ideas to spread much more rapidly than ever before.53 Philosophers who followed 
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Plato interacted with his thoughts and further developed ideas about the world of the forms, but it 

was Alexander’s exploits that allowed that philosophic conversation to take root throughout the 

known world.  

It’s into that secular philosophic background, nearly four hundred years after Plato lived, 

that Jesus of Nazareth was born. And some of the authors of the New Testament seem to borrow 

imagery from the secular philosophic thought of their day to describe the truth of the God of the 

Bible. The authors of the New Testament don’t just present Jesus in terms of Jewish thoughts and 

history; they also explain Him in terms the secular philosophic world of their day would have 

easily recognized and understood.54 It makes sense why they would do this. Who, besides Jewish 

people, would need to come to believe in this Christ character? 

Oh yeah: the Gentiles would! 

The average Gentile didn’t have an extensive understanding of Jewish history and 

culture. So it’s not surprising that the New Testament authors, well versed in both Jewish and 

Greek cultures, reached into their multicultural bag of analogies and presented Jesus in terms that 

all the people of the world, both Jew and Gentile, would understand. 

 

New Testament Mentions of Shadows 

Two books in the New Testament specifically present the Law of Moses as a precursor of 

something much better that exists in the heavenly realm. In the books of Hebrews and 

Colossians, the Law of Moses and the ministry it details are described as shadows. These 

references to shadows certainly include the idea of foreshadowing something that was to come in 

the future. But they also include the specific nuance that the Law is a tangible representation of 

something that exists in the unseen spiritual realm. The author of Hebrews mentions this idea 
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twice. The first describes Jesus as a priest whose position is unlike the Levites who served under 

the Law of Moses.  

Now if He (Jesus) were on earth, He would not be a priest at all, since there are those 

who offer the gifts according to the Law; who serve a copy and shadow of the heavenly 

things. (Hebrews 8:4–5a)  

This passage suggests the Old Testament Levitical priesthood served a shadow ministry. 

It was an earthly ministry that portrayed another ministry happening in the heavenly realm, 

which is Jesus’ priesthood. The second mention of the Law’s shadow ministry is found just a 

couple of chapters later in Hebrews 10: 

For the Law, since it has only a shadow of the good things to come and not the very form 

of things, can never, by the same sacrifices which they offer continually year by year, 

make perfect those who draw near. (Hebrews 10:1) 

These two passages suggest that the summative purpose of the Law of Moses was to 

shadow a heavenly ministry that would be fully realized at a later date. They suggest that the 

heavenly ministry would not only surpass the Law but truly explain the reason it ever existed. 

The third New Testament mention of the shadow ministry of the Law is found in the 

second chapter of Paul’s letter to the Colossians. This chapter begins by commenting on how 

humanity was caught in the death grip of sin, but that Jesus saved us from that condition. It says 

Jesus, on the cross, “cancelled out the certificate of debt” attached to humanity (Colossians 

2:14). 

Did you notice the terminology that the author used? It says that there was a situation of 

debt that humanity had—but that debt has been cancelled. This should sound slightly familiar. It 

is supposed to remind you of the Year of Jubilee, when all debts were released. But that might be 
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a backward way of looking at the theology of the passage. It’s not that Jesus’ ministry was a 

preview of the jubilee year. Jesus’ ministry is the end goal; His ministry is what the Old 

Testament release of debts was prefiguring. 

The message of the Old Testament is that humanity was outside of God’s rule and order 

(dead in transgressions), but that Christ has reestablished the proper rule and order for humanity 

to follow (made you alive together with Him). Having reversed the curse of the garden, He has 

stripped all other rulers and authorities of the position they usurped from God. It’s this discussion 

of the cross events that builds to the argument leading to our “shadow” passage in Colossians 2: 

Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect to a 

festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day—things which are a mere shadow of what is to 

come; but the substance belongs to Christ. (Colossians 2:16–17) 

Here’s my paraphrase of that passage: “Hey New Testament believer, based on the 

cancelled debt and the victory of Christ spoken of earlier, no one is now able to judge you in 

regard to the following things found in the Old Testament Law: how to eat, when and where to 

gather for worship, and other ritual items that regulate the rhythms of life. Those things are mere 

shadows of a greater ministry. The substance that casts those shadows is Jesus.” 

This passage from Colossians prompts us to look back into the Old Testament (and 

specifically the ministry of the things mentioned) and see shadows, or a vague outline, which 

represents the ministry of the substance. Colossians tells us that Jesus is that substance. The full 

meaning of those shadow ministries can only be found in Him. In other words, Jesus is the 

Shadow-Caster. 

 

Is the Church in a Cave? 
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As I understand a bit more about Plato’s cave and see how Paul and the author of 

Hebrews may have interacted with those ideas, I wonder if some people in the church today 

might be similar to those people in Plato’s cave. Let me explain. 

I think we in the church sometimes interact with things that are shadows—aspects of the 

Old Testament Law that Scripture has clearly defined as shadows (as we’ve just seen in Hebrews 

8:4–5; 10:1; Colossians 2:16–17)—but may have come to think of them as having their own 

substance, as an ideal form. I believe this misunderstanding has contributed to our confusion 

regarding biblical rest. 

The Old Testament shadows are not the substance. They were only ever meant to act as a 

flat, one-dimensional, reminder of something else. They should only be pointing us toward the 

Shadow-Caster. Jesus is the only one with theological form and substance. 

Plato came to an interesting conclusion in his analogy of the cave. He wrote The Republic 

as a dialogue between characters. One of those characters explains what it would be like to live 

in a world like the cave where people were trapped only seeing the shadows. That character 

suggests that, eventually, groups of people would form and that these groups would begin to be 

“governed by men who fight over shadows with one another and form factions for the sake of 

ruling, as though it were some great good.”55 

But in reality, that’s not the form of the good. 

I feel like this is where many people are in their understanding of sabbath rest. The 

church has been arguing with one another for years over how to define and interpret the shadows 

of rest. These disagreements have caused us to form factions; as if the shadow is the substance. 

There are people who are looking square on at all the sabbaths prescribed in the Mosaic Law and 

are unaware they are only looking at a shadow. 
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But in reality, that’s not the true form of the good. In gospel terms, what’s the form of the 

good? Who is the substance that cast all the Old Testament shadows? 

It’s Jesus.56 

The longer that we, as a group of believers, choose to focus on the shadow and talk about 

and discuss and argue about the shadow, the longer we are not really acknowledging that there is 

a Substance that this whole thing is about. 

If there’s one idea we should take away from this discussion, it’s that the whole of the 

New Testament presents Jesus as “the thing.” He’s it. Everything before him pointed to Him. If 

we’re not talking about Jesus in terms of His ministry of fulfilling all the shadows of the Old 

Testament, we’re missing the boat. New Testament believers should not be looking to the Old 

Testament shadows of rest as the solution for unrest. Rather, we should be focusing on Jesus as 

the fulfillment of those ideas. The shadows should always guide us to their intended end. 

I know the question this brings to the table. It’s the elephant-in-the-room question that a 

book about rest must eventually address. Here it is:  

If Jesus is the one who offers true rest, what role do the Old Testament shadows play 

today? 

There are many ideas about how to answer this question, so this is where it might feel 

like I’m stepping on someone’s toes a bit. You likely have some well-established beliefs and 

long-practiced patterns entrenched in your life around these ideas. In later chapters, I’ll share my 

thoughts in detail, but I think we need to wrestle with the question a little longer. This is the crux 

of the issue for our time. How are we to interact with the shadows? So to acknowledge the 

elephant question: for now, please allow me to evasively answer with another question—or 

maybe five: 
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If the Old Testament shadows were there to help humanity anticipate and understand the 

ministry of Jesus, can they still do that today?  

Can modern believers interact with the sabbath shadows without getting stuck in cul-de-

sacs?  

What does it mean to live at rest under Jesus’ rule and authority?  

How do we experience sabbath rest in Jesus?  

What does it mean for Jesus to be the fulfillment of these things? 

The answers to these questions can, in part, be found in the stories and theology of the 

four Gospels. Those accounts show us Jesus—a human living at rest with God, but one who is 

also the visible expression of that invisible God (Colossians 1:15). He is the hope about which 

the prophets of the Old Testament spoke. When we read about how Jesus lived his life, and are 

able to put His words back into their original context, we can understand what it means for 

humanity to truly live at rest. So, to the Gospels we go, to see how Jesus interacted with and 

offered rest to those He met.
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Chapter 4 

The Fulfillment of Rest 

 
Imagine the following movie scene. The hero of the story has learned a tough life lesson. 

It’s a lesson that may have made him or her into a social outcast. But this character gets a 

chance, in one scene near the end of the movie, to make a dramatic statement to all the other 

characters. It’s a statement communicated through conquering a difficult situation, or maybe a 

powerful speech. When the outcast makes their point, a silence falls upon those who are present; 

it’s a collective pause to give everyone time to process what just happened. Then you hear it.  

A single clap . . . 

Then another clap . . . and a third.  

Eventually a second person joins along with the first. Then a few others begin clapping 

too. The tension of the scene suddenly breaks and everyone, including even the movie’s skeptical 

antagonist, joins in as the speed and intensity of the clapping increases. And you, watching the 

movie, fight back a tear from your eye as you share in the profoundness of this overly dramatic 

and very scripted moment. 

You’ve just experienced a “slow clap” scene.

57  

These types of scenes were particularly popular in 1980s high school movies when the 

“nerds,” who have been bullied for the entire movie by the “cool athletes,” finally stand up and 
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defend themselves.58 You may remember a slow-clap scene was the defining moment in Rudy, 

when he returned to the football practice squad after wanting to quit. But likely the best slow-

clap example was in Cool Runnings, when the Olympic Jamaican bobsled team carried their 

broken sled across the finish line after a dramatic crash. (I probably should have given a spoiler 

alert for that one!) 

Slow-clap scenes are times of unusual social clarity. 

When you think about the ministry of Jesus, you might wonder if He ever had a slow-

clap moment. To be sure, He was a social outcast who profoundly brought clarity to his culture. 

You might remember the drama He created when He reshaped people’s understanding through 

dramatic teaching. Or the times He unhinged the laws of nature by healing the sick or walking on 

water. It could be argued that Jesus’ whole time on earth was one significant slow-clap moment 

that brought unusual clarity to the entire world! 

But to my knowledge, no one ever slow-clapped for Jesus. 

What is interesting to see is how Jesus brought this type of social clarity to His culture’s 

understanding of sabbath rest. In several stories, Jesus interacts with the theme of rest as He 

proclaims the coming of His kingdom. We will examine a few of these instances. From these 

gospel snippets, we’ll see not only how Jesus challenged the errant thinking of His day but also 

invites us to do the same in ours. So let’s cast our gaze into the gospel accounts of the ministry of 

the Shadow-Caster and examine how Jesus interacted with biblical rest. 

 

What Does It Mean to Fulfill? 

In the last chapter we discussed how several parts of the Old Testament storyline included 

prophetic previews of Jesus’ ministry. Along those lines, it shouldn’t be surprising to find that 
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when Jesus arrived, He often referred back to that ancient storyline that predicted He would 

come. There are many places where the New Testament authors let us know that Jesus did 

something in fulfillment of an Old Testament prophecy,59 and there are a few times when Jesus 

himself made these connections. For us to understand His relationship with rest, we should first 

clarify what it means for Jesus to “fulfill” something from the Old Testament. 

One such teaching is found in Matthew 5:17, where Jesus said, “Do not think that I came 

to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I did not come to abolish but to fulfill.” 

Let’s look more closely at what Jesus said. He specifically mentioned the “Law” and the 

“Prophets” when He spoke. But sometimes in our modern context, we like to drop “the 

Prophets” from His statement and reduce it down to a passage that just concerns the “Law.” But 

that’s us trying to answer our own questions. We want to know what modern-day responsibilities 

believers might still have to the Old Testament Law. We wonder if Jesus is talking about just 

certain parts of the Law but not other parts. Could He be referring to just the Ten 

Commandments when he says “the Law”? Or maybe it’s only the Ten Commandments that are 

upheld in the New Testament that He has “fulfilled.” We often think of laws as a set of individual 

rules to follow, and we want to know which of those rules still might apply in our setting. At 

times, you too may have thought about the Old Testament Law in this segmented way. 

But Jesus isn’t speaking about the Law from that perspective. When He mentions “the 

Law and the Prophets,” He’s referring to His culture’s understanding of these concepts. From a 

Jewish perspective, the Law refers to the teaching of the first five books of the Old Testament 

(Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy). It includes not just a set of rules to 

follow but the entire narrative of how God created and interacted with the world. This is very 

different than the way we think of individual laws in our modern setting. 
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Jesus also included the Prophets in the same sentence. The Old Testament Prophets, the 

actual people who communicated God’s words, are obviously no longer around. They lived in 

the past, but we still have their teachings; and similar to the Law referring to the teaching of the 

first five books, in Jewish thought, the Prophets are a section of the Old Testament Scripture. 

This is what Jesus references in his statement. He’s talking about the section of Scripture referred 

to as the Prophets. 

What then would it mean to “fulfill the Prophets”? The Prophets bring a perspective 

about who God is, how He has defined the problem of sin, and what His ultimate solution to that 

problem is. The Prophets’ presentation of these things is strategically interwoven into the same 

message presented in the Law. It’s all the same story. So, we should consider the Law and the 

Prophets as two large sections of Scripture that contain the message of who God is and what his 

plan is to save the world. When we do this, we can properly frame what Jesus is saying.  

I could paraphrase His statement this way: “I didn’t come to get rid of the teaching found 

in the Old Testament Law and Prophets about who God is and His plan for humanity. I’m not 

here to get rid of that teaching or change that plan. The Law and the Prophets were ultimately 

talking about Me and My ministry. I’m here to fulfill the long-awaited plan of salvation they 

spoke of.” 

We see this same distinction later in His ministry when Jesus says, “all things which are 

written about Me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled” (Luke 

24:44). Here Jesus refers to the Jewish three-part organization of the entire Old Testament: the 

Law, Prophets, and Writings.60 So it’s not just two-thirds of the Old Testament Scriptures (the 

Law and Prophets) that Jesus came to fulfill—it’s really the whole thing (Law, Prophets, and 

Writings). 
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Jesus saw the whole of the Old Testament as an interconnected prequel that led up to His 

arrival. He invites us to read it in the same way. He didn’t come to get rid of, or further segment, 

that message. His ministry is the fulfillment of the whole Old Testament. 

 

Jesus’ Mic-Drop Moment 

Slow claps are not the only way we’ve learned to emphasize moments of social clarity in 

our modern culture. You may have recently seen a performer, at the end of an impressive speech 

or presentation, drop their microphone on the ground and walk off the stage. It’s a phenomenon 

that, obviously, has only been around since the creation of the microphone. But these theatrical 

“mic-drop” moments have developed into a (potentially expensive) form of punctuation in our 

modern day. Some people use them as an expression of triumph, when a particularly impressive 

point has been made. 

You might be wondering if Jesus ever had a “mic-drop” moment during His life. There is 

one story, near the beginning of His public ministry in his small hometown of Nazareth, when 

Jesus had the ultimate mic-drop moment. He claimed to be the fulfillment of all the ritual 

symbolism to which the Old Testament reminders of rest pointed. 

The story is in Luke 4 where we find Jesus teaching in the synagogue. He got up from his 

seat and was handed the scroll of Isaiah. Then He found the place where it said, 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he anointed me to preach the gospel to the 

poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives, and recovery of sight to the 

blind. To set free those who are oppressed, to proclaim the favorable year of the Lord. 

And He closed the book, gave it back to the attendant and sat down; the eyes of all in the 
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synagogue were fixed on Him. And He began to say to them, “Today this Scripture has 

been fulfilled in your hearing.” (Luke 4:18–21) 

Then what happened? It doesn’t say it in the text, but I can just picture Jesus standing up, 

dropping his ancient microphone on the dirt floor of the synagogue in Nazareth, and saying, 

“Messiah out!” 

Why would I suggest this is one such grand and dramatic moment? First, this all happens 

on a seventh-day sabbath. It’s not by chance that on one of these shadowy days of rest Jesus 

claimed to usher in a new age by quoting an Isaiah passage referring to the ultimate Year of 

Jubilee.61 How do we know that Jesus was claiming an ultimate Jubilee? Well, the text He reads 

from the prophet Isaiah gives us some clues. The prophets would often speak of concepts from 

the Mosaic Law not just as ways to remember how God dealt with humanity in the past, but also 

as hopeful clues for what God would do in the future. Isaiah does this with the Year of Jubilee. 

He takes the idea of release from slavery, an idea from Israel’s past, and links it to a future 

release for all of humanity—the fulfillment of the concept. Consider these parts of the passage: 

“. . . to preach the gospel to the poor.” “Gospel” means “good news.” Jesus suggests that 

he has been anointed to bring good news to the poor. What is good news if you are poor? The 

fact that you’re not poor anymore! It’s good news to hear that your debts have been cancelled 

and that you are on even ground with everyone else in life. That’s what was to happen in the Year 

of Jubilee . . . the big financial reset button.  

But Isaiah takes this idea and moves it past the Old Testament financial metaphor and 

into the spiritual fulfillment of that concept. When Jesus reads the prophet’s passage, He isn’t 

talking about paying off peoples’ financial obligations. His good news deals with the canceling 

of humanity’s debt in regard to sin and unrest. 
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“. . . to proclaim release to the captives.” In the Hebrew text, the word used for “release” 

in Isaiah is the same one used in Leviticus 25:10 to describe the “release” announced to all the 

inhabitants of Israel at the beginning of the Year of Jubilee. 

So, what is a Jubilee release of “captives?” Captives of what? Again, Isaiah was both 

looking back to the release from financial slavery offered in the Year of Jubilee and forward to 

the fulfillment of this concept. And like Isaiah, Jesus had much more than financial freedom on 

His mind. He was speaking of His ministry of releasing people from their slavery to sin. He’s 

saying, “All those who find themselves captive to sin, I’m here to negotiate your release from 

that situation.” 

“. . . to proclaim the favorable year of the Lord.” What is this favorable year? This is yet 

another link to the Year of Jubilee, the culmination of all the “rest shadows” we have followed in 

the Law. It is the year where everything resets back to a picture of humanity living at rest in an 

Edenic existence with God. It’s Isaiah who looks forward to the ultimate fulfillment of that idea, 

and Jesus attached Himself to that vision. 

“Today this scripture has been fulfilled62 in your hearing.” There’s that “fulfilled” 

language again. Let’s remind ourselves what it means to fulfill. Jesus isn’t saying he’s trying to 

abolish or get rid of the Old Testament concept of Jubilee. He is claiming to fulfill the entire plan 

of salvation that the Old Testament reminders of rest typified and foreshadowed; the ultimate 

plan to return all creation to rest with God.63 Jesus said He came to fulfill that plan, and then 

announced humanity’s release from the longstanding curse.  

After this mic-drop moment in Nazareth, Jesus continued in His public ministry. At 

several points, He took advantage of opportunities to further elaborate and clarify exactly what 

He meant that day in Nazareth, and how His fulfillment of Jubilee would completely change the 
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way people understood and practiced rest. We will now look at an extended section in Matthew’s 

gospel where Jesus does exactly that.  

 

Jesus Offered Rest 

I shared earlier that my first “real adult job” was teaching junior high English. As a young 

teacher, I was introduced to various theories regarding the different ways people learn. I was told 

that some students are predominantly visual learners who would retain material better when it’s 

attached to a visual representation of information (like a chart, map, or picture). I was also told 

that other students are auditory learners and remember information best through sounds (like 

listening to a podcast, or presenting information through a song). Some students connect best 

through reading and writing (like studying from a textbook or composing an essay). Still others 

learn best with kinesthetic movement (like walking around or tapping a pencil).  

These learning styles were popularized in teaching circles by the acronym VARK (Visual, 

Auditory, Reading/writing, Kinesthetic). And eventually a student questionnaire was developed 

to help determine a student’s best “learning style.” Educators theorized they could reach every 

student, even those who struggled to learn, by tailoring their instruction to match each student’s 

preferred learning style.64  

Even though Jesus, the teacher, didn’t have the VARK questionnaire in mind when He 

taught about sabbath rest, it’s interesting to notice the variety of ways he presented information 

to His first-century audience. Sometimes He referred back to the ancient words of the Jewish 

scriptures (reading/writing). At other times He instructed as people walked with Him from one 

place to another (kinesthetic). Sometimes a physical healing (visual) helped attract people’s 

attention, allowing them to more deeply understand His lessons. 
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With that in mind, we now turn our attention to Matthew 11:25–12:14, a passage where 

Jesus incorporates several learning styles in His teaching on rest. In this text, Matthew packages 

four examples that display what Jesus’ fulfillment of the Jubilee really means. These stories also 

highlight just how misguided the understanding of biblical rest had become.  

In Jesus’ day the sabbath had been hijacked by the religious leaders. Instead of being a 

mechanism to move people toward God’s rule, the leaders used the sabbath to become 

taskmasters over the people. Proper seventh-day sabbath observance had become a very 

confusing and polarizing topic. But as we will see, Jesus seemed to be less concerned with 

preserving a misunderstood shadow ministry and more focused on the larger biblical theme of 

rest. This is first illustrated in Jesus’ offer of rest in Matthew 11:25–30:  

Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest. 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. For My yoke is easy and My burden is light. (Matthew 11:28–30) 

The Jewish culture already had a fully developed concept of spiritual rest. Those who had 

heard Jesus say these words would have been familiar with many Old Testament passages that 

portray God as the one who is able to offer rest to His people (Exodus 33:12–15; Deuteronomy 

3:18–20; Joshua 1:13; 21:44; Jeremiah 50:34; Ezekiel 34:15). Jesus’ statement assumes a 

familiarity with this extended context. The people would have understood, and so should we, that 

Jesus claimed to be in a role that previously had only been associated with God. So, this is quite 

a statement He makes.  

Let’s also notice what Jesus is not saying. He doesn’t offer a better definition of a one-

day-a-week break from humanity’s work under the curse. One day a week is a shadow offering. 
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Jesus’ offer was complete rest, the full concept, the fulfillment of the idea. He claimed to be the 

cure for humanity’s unrest and rebellion against God.  

 

A Yoke of Rest 

Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me . . . for my yoke is easy and My burden is 

light. (Matthew 11:29–30) 

Most of us, even though we’ve never used one ourselves, probably already know what a 

yoke is. It’s that farming implement which, when fastened over the necks of two animals, allows 

them to work together to pull a plow or cart. The problem is, that’s the extent of knowledge I 

have about yokes. Let’s be honest, I really know nothing about their practical use. And that’s a 

problem, because to understand Jesus’ statement I need to know more than I do about yokes. I 

decided to look into it a little more and find out how the term is used in the Bible. 

What I found surprised me. 

Biblically speaking, a yoke seems to have more to do with who’s controlling the reins of 

the implement than whatever is attached to it. The farmer who holds the reins is the one who 

controls what work the yoked animals are to do. This relationship is highlighted in the story of 

Rehoboam’s succession of his father, King Solomon (2 Chronicles 10). Shortly after Solomon 

died, people came to Rehoboam using the following yoke metaphor, 

Your father (King Solomon) made our yoke hard; now therefore lighten the hard service 

of your father and his heavy yoke which he put on us, and we will serve you. (2 

Chronicles 10:4) 

In this example, King Solomon’s yoke was not the one to which he was attached as a 

worker, but rather the one to which he held the reins. Solomon was the one controlling what 
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work the people (those under his yoke) were to do. In turn, Rehoboam, did not listen to the 

people’s request and responded, 

Whereas my father loaded you with a heavy yoke, I will add to your yoke. (2 Chronicles 

10:11) 

Needless to say, this insensitive response was the beginning of the end for Israel’s united 

kingdom. 

In another Old Testament passage, the prophet Jeremiah presents God’s offer of rest 

together with the metaphor of being “yoked” to a master. Jeremiah suggested that the Israelites 

could either be yoked to God, and fall under His rule and authority, or be yoked to the bonds of 

pagan worship (Jeremiah 2:20; 5:4). Even though the Israelites had, time and time again, chosen 

to devote themselves to the yoke of pagan gods, God had always hoped they would find their rest 

by trusting in His rule and authority. 

We might be tempted to think we are free to do what we want in life. But the Bible 

suggests that it’s not a decision of “personal freedom” versus being “attached to God’s yoke.” In 

the biblical worldview, humanity is always attached to a yoke. The question is: Whose yoke do 

you choose? Is it the one that makes you work in opposition to God’s direction, or the one that 

leads you to the place you are supposed to be and allows you to work the way you were 

supposed to? 

In the biblical setting, the yoke metaphor can also describe the type of work done while 

attached to the implement. What do I mean? Jesus says His yoke is “easy” or “pleasant.” A 

farming implement can’t be “easy.” A yoke can be “wooden,” “smooth,” or “full of slivers” . . . 

but it can’t be “easy.” “Easy,” then, must refer to the work done while attached to the yoke. Jesus 

says the work we do, when properly paired with Him, is what’s easy. He’s contrasting that with 
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the work done apart from Him, yoked to the Edenic curse (Genesis 3:16–19). When humanity is 

attached to the yoke of the curse, the work is heavy and painfully unpleasant.  

Jesus also doesn’t suggest that His rest is inactivity without responsibility. In fact, it’s 

exactly the opposite. Jesus’ offer of rest is directly linked to the work of His yoke. Notice the 

progression of His argument: 

I will give you rest. (v. 28) 

Take my yoke. (v. 29) 

You will find rest for your souls. (v. 29) 

For my yoke is easy . . . (v. 30) 

For Jesus, rest is an instrument of work. Or, maybe we could say the inverse of that: 

Jesus’ work is an instrument of rest. Work and rest are the same thing? That seems like an 

oxymoron when we insert our modern definitions of those concepts. We ask, “How is it that 

work can be rest?” In Jesus’ kingdom, things are often upside down from the way we think they 

are (and thank God they are). 

Jesus offers the ability to be yoked (to do your work) attached to Him, and to do your 

work while learning from Him. It’s a work that, when you are doing it, seems comfortable and 

natural because you are attached to the one who created you for that work. It’s what you were 

made to do, and being yoked to Jesus is the method in which you were always supposed to do 

it.65 

But Jesus is able to offer something that wasn’t available in the Old Testament. In this 

metaphor, Jesus claims to be the God who holds the reins that lead to rest. In addition to that 

role, when Jesus became a human He uniquely joined with humanity and became yoked 

alongside us. It’s a truly beautiful picture of the incarnation. Jesus is the one pulling the reins 
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leading those under His yoke, and at the same time He is the human yoked right alongside us, 

explaining to us why the reins are pulling in that direction. What a beautiful picture that explains 

so much about how Jesus fulfills these concepts! 

This is how Jesus is able to say, “learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart.” It’s 

in the person of Jesus that we have one walking right alongside us. He experienced the joys and 

disappointments of the curse-a-day world the same way we do. We don’t have to turn all the way 

around to see who’s got the reins. We can just turn our head to the side and follow his lead. 

There’s much more we could learn about yokes, but we now understand enough to make 

this idea a practical part of our everyday lives. Yet, most of us would still be completely useless 

in a barnyard.  

How ironic. 

 

Practical Yoke Application 

Before we move on in the Matthew passage, let’s move out of the theological for a 

moment and ask a very practical question: What did God create each of us to do? You probably 

already have a good idea what some of your gifts and talents might be, but you may not have 

considered how you could use those talents as an act of sabbath worship. Please hear me, I don’t 

just mean on a Sunday or Wednesday in a church building. Those opportunities are certainly part 

of the picture, but Jesus presents opportunities to follow His lead every day of the week. When 

we take His yoke upon us, the idea is that God will intentionally lead us into everyday situations 

that offer rest.  

What would it look like for you to fully step under Jesus’ yoke? How could today change 

if He were the one in charge of that relationship? Where would He take you? What would His 
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yoke have you doing? The answers to these questions could have long-term ramifications, but for 

now let’s just consider today. How can you experience sabbath rest today?  

You might need to change plans and shift what you do. You may need to change why you 

do it. It might be nothing more than expecting God to lead you into situations you wouldn’t 

necessarily choose on your own but that you are uniquely gifted to handle. 

In fact, God may have already put you in contact with a new way to use your gifts and 

talents. Someone might even be waiting to hear back from you about your willingness to step 

into a new situation. Are you willing to go down those roads and see where they lead? Each of us 

have opportunities right in front of us today that will lead us right down Sabbath Street, and into 

His fully developed neighborhood of rest. 

I invite you to take a minute, before reading on, to further consider these things and how 

they might influence your steps today. 

 

The Priest-King’s Ministry of Rest 

The next story, after Jesus’ offer of restful work, is a very kinesthetic presentation. Jesus 

taught this lesson as He, His disciples, and some Pharisees walked through a field of unharvested 

grain. 

At that time Jesus went through the grain fields on the Sabbath, and His disciples became 

hungry and began to pick the heads of grain and eat. But when the Pharisees saw this, 

they said to Him, “Look, Your disciples do what is not lawful to do on a Sabbath.” 

(Matthew 12:1–2) 

The Pharisees had put many guidelines around how they thought the fourth 

commandment should be observed. They taught these rules to the people and then policed their 
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enforcement. The Pharisees had determined that picking grain and eating it was a form of 

“harvesting,” a type of work that they believed the sabbath commandment forbade. 

Jesus then reminded them of a story from Scripture (1 Samuel 21) when David and his 

men showed up at the tabernacle and ate some bread that was there. 

Have you not read what David did when he became hungry, he and his companions, how 

he entered the house of God, and they ate the consecrated bread, which was not lawful for 

him to eat nor for those with him, but for the priests alone? (Matthew 12:3–4) 

The bread Jesus speaks of is the showbread in the tabernacle where, each week, twelve 

loaves of unleavened bread were placed on a table within the tabernacle. These loaves were 

replaced with new bread every sabbath. When the week-old bread was rotated out it was to be 

consumed only by the priests (Leviticus 24:6). This is the story Jesus chose to pull out of the 

history books for His lesson to the Pharisees.  

At first, it might be difficult to figure out what Jesus is trying to say. Jesus and his 

disciples are out in a field picking grain. The Pharisees claim they are breaking the sabbath. Then 

Jesus says, don’t you remember when David and his group of friends ate the priest’s bread from 

the tabernacle?  

On the surface this story just doesn’t seem to fit the circumstances. I can only imagine 

what the Pharisees might have been thinking, “What? What does that story have to do with 

what’s going on here?” But Jesus is a master teacher, and he’s created a lesson for the Pharisees 

that includes parallel scenarios. 

 

David Anointed . . . but Not Yet King 
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Let’s remember the context of Jesus’ Old Testament story about David. At that time, Saul 

was the acting king of Israel, even though God had removed His anointing. God’s anointing was 

removed because Saul, the king, had acted like a priest and misused the tabernacle’s ministry (1 

Samuel 13:8–14).66 God then instructed Samuel to anoint a mere boy, David, as the next king (1 

Samuel 16:12–14). But Saul didn’t leave office right away. In fact, Saul remained king of Israel 

for quite some time. When he learned that David had been identified as the next king, Saul 

attempted to retain his position of power by killing David. It was one of these times, when David 

was fleeing from Saul, that he went to the tabernacle and was given the showbread to eat. 

This is the parallel scenario that Jesus recalls for the Pharisees. By doing so Jesus 

suggests that He, like David, had already been anointed ruler of God’s kingdom (Matthew 3:13–

17). But like Saul, the Pharisees, still in their position of power, no longer had God’s anointing. 

The Pharisees had been pursuing Jesus to kill him in order to retain their position of power. 

Given this context, the story now seems to fit like a glove. Jesus masterfully picked this story 

and perfectly applied the parallel scenarios to condemn the Pharisees.  

According to the scholar Carman Joy Imes, “Surely Jesus had in mind the analogy to his 

own situation. The statement Jesus makes through the use of this story is subtle but radical. He 

seems to be suggesting that the same legal exemptions that applied in the case of David—Israel’s 

true king in exile—also apply to him and his disciples.”67 

Let’s consider some additional parallels between the two situations. Jesus then added, 

“Or have you not read in the Law, that on the Sabbath the priests in the temple break the Sabbath 

and are innocent?” (Matthew 12:5). Jesus reminded the Pharisees that those who work under 

God’s rule and authority, the priests, do their work on the sabbath and are not guilty of breaking 

any of God’s rules. When priests are in their place, doing their thing, God is pleased with their 
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work. For priests, the Sabbath is a day of work being yoked to God. That’s what’s supposed to 

happen on the Sabbath. 

Let me suggest that the same is true for believers today. Our restful existence is supposed 

to be filled with days of work being yoked to God. That may be a paradigm shift for most of you, 

but the New Testament often uses the “priestly” description for everyone that believes (1 Peter 

2:5–9; Revelation 1:4–6; 5:6–10; 20:6).  

Jesus suggests that He and His disciples, like priests, are doing their work on the Sabbath 

and yet remain innocent. He then tells the Pharisees that the temple in Jerusalem is no longer the 

place to look for innocent priests doing God’s work. To see those who are innocent, Jesus 

suggests, one need only look at Him and those attached to His yoke. 

But I say to you that something greater than the temple is here. But if you had known 

what this means, “I desire compassion, and not a sacrifice,” you would not have 

condemned the innocent. (Matthew 12:6–7).  

Jesus claims to be the fulfillment of the temple ministry.68 The temple’s work takes place 

wherever Jesus and those yoked to Him are doing their work. No matter the day of the week, this 

is Jesus’ picture of sabbath rest. 

 

Lord of the Sabbath  

What concluding statement does Jesus make for his lesson to the Pharisees? Well, it’s 

another mic-drop moment for Jesus:  

For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath. (Matthew 12:8) 

There it is . . . bam! 
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But let’s make sure we hear Jesus clearly, and clarify what He is claiming in this 

statement. He is saying, “I am your rest. I am the Lord, and I hold the reins . . . and the reign of 

rest. I don’t just make the rules, but I’m the Creator69 of rest. It is only under My rule and 

authority that rest can occur. It is through attaching yourselves to Me and My ministry that you 

will find restful work, and that work can be done every day of the week. In fact, it should 

envelop your whole life.”  

Jesus is the only one that can bring functional rule, and good work, back to humanity. It 

is through trusting Him that each of us finds our purpose and our place. Apart from Him we 

continue working in the curse-a-day world, outside the garden-rule, and away from our rest. 

 

Real-Life Parables 

For Jesus to say that the Jubilee had been “fulfilled,” that “something greater than the 

temple” had arrived, and that He was the “Lord of the Sabbath” is the same as saying God’s rule 

has returned back to the creation. But people continue to be sick and die. So in at least one sense, 

while His rule is among us and offered to us, it hasn’t yet fully been completed. Even though one 

stage of Christ’s work is complete, there’s still more work to be done. So, what does this mean 

for our present reality? 

The story that follows Jesus’ “Lord of the Sabbath” statement further illustrates what His 

rest truly is. In it, Jesus gives the Pharisees an unforgettable and practical visual lesson that 

demonstrates what His rest looks like. 

In Matthew 12:9–15, departing from the grain fields where He had just been teaching, He 

entered a synagogue and healed a man’s deformed hand: 
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And a man was there whose hand was withered. And (the Pharisees) questioned Jesus 

asking, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”—so that they might accuse Him. And He 

said to them, “What man is there among you who has a sheep, and if it falls into a pit on 

the Sabbath, will he not take hold of it and lift it out? How much more valuable then, is a 

man than a sheep! So then, it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.” 

We have defined rest as a state when things are in their place and doing their thing. Jesus 

gives the Pharisees an example of a sheep in a pit. Everyone knows sheep are not supposed to be 

in pits. A sheep in a pit is not in its place to be . . . and it is not able to do what it is meant to do.70 

In this story Jesus gives a physical picture of what it means for something to enter into 

rest and then he uses a man’s hand to further illustrate his point. 

Some of Jesus’ stories, like this one, can be understood as real-life parables. Jesus’ 

healing tells a story, in real life, that also portrays a spiritual truth. He heals the man’s hand, but 

at the same time He attends to the man’s spiritual condition. In that way, it’s a parable.  

Jesus took this opportunity, a sabbath day, to change a dysfunctional hand into a hand full 

of functional possibilities. He took the paralyzed71 hand and restored it to its original purpose. 

Before Jesus, the hand didn’t work correctly. After Jesus, it’s able to do everything hands are 

supposed to do. Do you see Jesus undoing the results of the fall? He’s pulling this man out of a 

pit on a seventh-day sabbath. 

What was the Pharisees’ response to this whole interchange? Well, they didn’t have much 

to say, and they were infuriated by Jesus’ lessons. In this sequence with the Pharisees Jesus had 

presented several lessons about rest, incorporating many learning styles, and yet the Pharisees 

proved to be students who were difficult to teach. Not only that, but they turned on the teacher. 
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But the Pharisees went out and conspired against Him, as to how they might destroy Him. 

(Matthew 12:14) 

Sometimes, no matter how creative the lesson plan—no matter how much time, energy, 

and thought one puts into the teaching process—some students are just not ready to learn!72 This 

was true even for Jesus. 

But not everyone responded to Jesus like the Pharisees. His slow-clap ministry full of 

mic-drop moments was often received by others who were willing and ready to hear, watch, and 

learn. At the end of this Matthew passage, we are told that there were many that day who decided 

to yoke themselves to Jesus. As He withdrew from the Pharisees, many “followed him, and He 

healed them all” (Matthew 12:15). Those who followed Jesus that day experienced His ministry 

of restoration not just of their bodies, but more importantly their souls. It’s this larger ministry, 

the restoration and healing of human souls, that Jesus offers each of us who decide to take 

advantage of His offer of rest. 

Take my yoke upon you . . . and you will find rest for your souls. (Matthew 11:29) 

 

Signs of the New Covenant 

In chapter 2, we discussed how God, in the Old Testament, often supplied signs for the 

covenants He instituted with humanity. We now recognize God’s sabbaths as the sign of the 

Mosaic covenant, and as described in this chapter, Jesus fulfilled each of those sabbaths. His 

ministry introduced an advanced understanding of rest, and simultaneously also unveiled a new 

covenant with humanity. You may be wondering, when Jesus fulfilled the Old and established 

the New, did He supply signs for this new covenant as well? Yes, He did! Jesus introduced one 
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sign early in His ministry with John the Baptist at the Jordan River, and another with his 

disciples the night before his death. 

As we discovered in our study, it’s important for those involved in a covenant to 

understand which signs have been given and how they are to be implemented. To the extent that 

the covenant participants correctly display the signs, they become an effective signal to all of 

humanity of what the covenant is all about. But to the extent the signs are not accurately 

presented, it can insert confusion about who God is, what He’s already accomplished, and what 

the future holds for His covenantal partners. Regarding the new covenant, the signs convey the 

incredible method of salvation provided by Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection, and His 

ultimate plan to rule and subdue the entirety of creation. 

 

The Sign of Baptism 

When Jesus followed John the Baptist to the Jordan River, it was much more than a 

refreshing plunge in the Judean wilderness. In His baptism, Jesus dips into the symbolic waters 

of death and emerges alive to introduce a new covenant. It’s the announcement of His plan to 

fulfill the ancient mission given to humanity to subdue and rule the earth, and baptism would 

become a sign of that covenant.  

In the Gospels, John the Baptist introduced the start of something new by signaling the 

inefficiency of the old (Matthew 3:7–10). He then proclaimed that he was baptizing with water, 

but that one would come after him who would baptize with the Holy Spirit. Then, Jesus was 

baptized, the heavens opened, and the Spirit descended upon Him (Matthew 3:16). Water 

baptism is the outward sign of an inner covenantal initiation, and what happened in the Jordan 
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River that day was an early introduction. But it’s in the last words of Matthew’s gospel where we 

find Jesus’ instructions regarding the implementation of this sign. 

All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore and make 

disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the 

Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you. (Matthew 28:18–20) 

In several of his letters, Paul describes the spiritual baptism which takes place within a 

person’s soul (Romans 6:1–14; 1 Corinthians 12:13; Galatians 3:26–29; Ephesians 4:4–6; 

Colossians 2:9–12). It’s this inner transformation that becomes visible with the covenantal sign 

of water baptism. This baptism is an outward sign of what has already happened in the unseen 

initiation. A water baptism is how individuals openly display that they have joined Jesus’ 

administration and mission to rule and subdue the new creation. 

Unfortunately, in many modern settings, the covenantal sign of baptism is incorrectly 

represented. Baptism is often eclipsed by a prayer to “ask Jesus into your heart.” But the modern 

use of the “sinner’s prayer” has little, if any, biblical precedent. And where such prayers are 

presented as the first indication of salvation, the actual sign of covenant initiation, water baptism 

is often relegated to a secondary role. It’s common for believers, instilled with the confidence of 

a sinner’s prayer, to postpone baptism for years, if not decades. In this way, modern 

evangelicalism has created a “new sign” for the new covenant. And at best, this substitution 

confuses the message and mission of Christ. 

This was the case for both Lisa and me. We grew up in the same town but attended 

different churches, and we both became believers at a young age. When we expressed our early 

interest, we were directed to confirm our status by saying a sinner’s prayer. Years later, I would 

learn that some ministries tally those prayers and determine the success of an event by the 
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number of people that prayed them. As an adult, I’ve been involved in events where the pre-

stated goal was a certain number of “decisions for Christ” that were tracked on a spreadsheet. 

But for both Lisa and me, that initial prayer wasn’t just a one-time event. Over the years, 

we were given multiple opportunities to repeat similar prayers, and I suspect we were counted 

again at every “Amen.” At almost every event we attended (summer camps, weekend retreats, 

Easter-egg hunts, Christmas programs, and kids ’choir) there was another opportunity to “accept 

Jesus into our hearts” through the use of another such invocation. But we knew we loved Jesus, 

and had never stopped believing in Him. For both of us, it was a confusing experience. 

It was only years later, after we were married, that a sermon on baptism prompted us to 

reconsider our reality. We were leaders in our church, had outwardly professed our faith for 

years, and now were embarrassed by the prospect that we had never been physically baptized in 

water. So we both signed up and were baptized one Sunday morning in front of the entire 

congregation. 

Our experience with baptism also greatly influenced how we chose to present it to our 

own children. When our boys Jake and Nate were young, they both expressed an early faith in 

Christ. And after several age-appropriate conversations about the nature of faith, and 

confirmation that that was what they were likely experiencing, Lisa and I encouraged them to 

consider baptism. The church we were attending, like many today, had a policy that baptism 

wasn’t offered before a certain age, and our youngest son had not yet reached that boundary. So, 

I petitioned the pastor for an exception to the rule. I presented our process, and what I understood 

regarding the scriptural mandate for baptism, and He agreed to allow both of our boys to make 

their own decision. With this freedom, both Jake and Nate decided to take part in the initiation 

sign of the new covenant. 
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This is not to say that everything was entirely clear in the process. There were certainly 

areas of inconsistency. Both boys had said multiple prayers to accept Jesus into their hearts along 

the way, for they too had grown up in the church. I’ll never forget the excited call we got from 

one church worker who, weeks after the boys’ baptisms, called to tell us that one of them had 

prayed the sinner’s prayer and accepted Jesus into his heart that day. And years later, when many 

of their friends were getting baptized, our sons wondered if they too should have waited. But 

most of our modern barriers and suggested delays surrounding baptism are not found within the 

Bible’s description of the sign. So, when Lisa and I suspected they had truly experienced an 

inner renewal, we encouraged our sons to openly participate in the initiation sign of the new 

covenant. 

Our choices also changed the perspective of others in our family. My grandparents had 

my dad baptized shortly after his birth. And as a young boy, he eventually came to believe in the 

mission and message of Christ. But since he was baptized as an infant, he wasn’t sure if he 

should also be baptized as a sign of his initial faith experience. This theological question gnawed 

at him for decades. Much later in his life, my dad finally decided what he believed on the 

subject. And, on a trip to Israel with his entire family, he decided to resolve his dilemma. I had 

the privilege of baptizing my seventy-year-old father in the Jordan River, at the traditional site 

where Jesus experienced the same. Even though my dad waited many years to decide, his 

ultimate choice to participate in this covenantal sign was still a meaningful and very moving 

event. 

When Jesus instituted the new covenant, He gave water baptism as the sign of our 

initiation. The biblical sequence is always for baptism to precede taking part in communion, but 

some modern practices commonly invert this arrangement. We have the opportunity, despite our 
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present-day adaptations, to clarify His message and more correctly communicate His covenantal 

mission through the use of baptism. It is one way we acknowledge the Lord of the Sabbath as our 

leader. 

 

The Sign of Communion 

A second sign of the new covenant was instituted at Jesus’ last meal with his disciples: 

[T]he Lord Jesus in the night in which He was betrayed took bread; and when He had 

given thanks, He broke it and said, “This is My body, which is for you; do this in 

remembrance of Me.” In the same way He took the cup also after supper, saying, “This 

cup is the new covenant in My blood; do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of 

Me.” For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death 

until He comes. (1 Corinthians 11:23b–26) 

When Jesus took the bread and the cup and served it, these two elements became symbols 

that stand for at least two things. The first might be a little surprising, because we don’t always 

associate it with communion. The author of Hebrews tells us that Jesus’ death redeemed the 

transgressions of the faithful who were a part of the old covenant: 

For this reason, He is the mediator of a new covenant, so that, since a death has taken 

place for the redemption of the transgressions that were committed under the first 

covenant, those who have been called may receive the promise of the eternal inheritance. 

(Hebrews 9:15, emphasis mine) 

Let’s remember, all those who attended the Last Supper had grown up as participants in 

this old covenant, and Jesus was signaling the redemption of the first through a process only He 

could accomplish. But Jesus wasn’t leaving them without a way. His redemption signaled the 
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fulfillment of the old, and at the same time it announced the beginning of the new. Jesus was 

calling them out of the inefficiency of the one, so they could receive the promise of the eternal in 

the second. 

When He said, “A new covenant,” He has made the first obsolete. But whatever is 

becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to disappear. (Hebrews 8:13) 

Communion, then, is so much more than the nebulous reminder of Jesus’ death that 

we’ve made it in some of our modern practices. Its significance is much wider than the tiny, stale 

wafer, and deeper than the watered-down thimble of juice, we often serve. I think we’ve 

forgotten, or maybe never even realized, the bread and the cup were originally attached to a 

meaningful and fully satisfying fellowship meal. 

Communion is a symbol for what Jesus’ death accomplished, in the liminal time, between 

two covenants. It signals the seemingly impossible redemption of the sin of the one, and the 

incredible putting away of the sin of the other (Hebrews 9:26). 

When Jesus served the cup He said, “this is the new covenant in My blood.”  

I’m not sure if you’ve thought about those words in the context of the establishment of 

the new covenant. Those who take communion are acknowledging they have, through faith, 

entered into a covenant with God. A covenant is a spiritual agreement, but what exactly does this 

mean in the context of communion?  

There’s a scene in the Old Testament, in Exodus 24, that I believe foreshadows our New 

Testament practice of communion. When Moses received the old covenant from God on Mt. 

Sinai, the text says that he collected the blood of some sacrificed animals in basins. He then took 

the book of the covenant and read it in the hearing of the people; and they said, “All that the 
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LORD has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient!” (v. 7). Each person said this individually, 

but they also said it collectively as a community. 

Then Moses did something that seems really weird . . . and maybe a little gross as 

well! Moses took the blood from the basins, sprinkled it on the people, and said, “Behold the 

blood of the covenant, which the LORD has made with you in accordance with all these words” 

(v. 8). 

“The blood of the covenant . . .” That should sound familiar to our New Testament ears. 

It’s the way Jesus introduced the cup at the Last Supper. 

At Mt. Sinai, the people heard and understood the law, promised to follow it, and then the 

blood was sprinkled on them. This was how the old covenant was ratified, but the old covenant 

was written on stone tablets. The covenant that Jesus offers is far better (Hebrews 9:18–26). 

The details of the new covenant are described in the Scriptures, but the implementation of 

that law is written on the pliable hearts of believers, not the rigid rocks of Sinai (2 Corinthians 

3:1–8; Hebrews 8:7–13). When we come to faith in Christ, we agree to follow the covenant that 

was spoken by Jesus and is being written on each of our hearts by the work of the Holy Spirit. 

So, when believers participate in communion, it’s as if we say, similarly to those ancient 

Israelites, “All that the Scriptures have explained regarding the new covenant, and everything the 

Holy Spirit will communicate along our path, we agree . . . and we will do.”  

I’m not sure if you noticed one significant difference in this ceremony, Jesus doesn’t 

sprinkle us, like Moses did on the exterior, with the blood of the new covenant. Rather, He 

invites us to drink it! We internalize it as a symbol of the cleansing power that it has on our 

innermost being. We ingest it because that is where it symbolically does its work—on our souls. 
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Communion is a time to remember the death of Christ who redeemed us from the 

imperfection of the old. And it’s also a sign to remind us, individually and as a covenant 

community, that we have agreed to follow the Holy Spirit’s direction as a part of the new. And 

this is the very voice that will lead us to the new covenant fulfillment of sabbath rest that Christ 

offers. 

God has established covenantal signs as visible indicators of His work in the world. The 

sign of the Mosaic covenant, God’s sabbaths, have all been fulfilled by Jesus through His 

ministry of rest. His offer of rest is more efficient and effective than the shadowy reminders of 

the first covenant. And the signs He’s given for the new covenant more effectively display the 

rest He offers. Baptism is the initial sign Christ gave for a believer’s entrance into the covenant, 

and communion is a repetitive sign of our ongoing involvement. 

To the extent that we have changed the order, added to, misrepresented, or incorrectly 

applied any of these signs, it presents a great opportunity for correction and clarification. We can 

reestablish water baptism as the sign it was intended to be. It represents the initial dying to our 

will, reception of the Holy Spirit, and alignment under the restful rule of Christ. We also have the 

occasion to reframe biblical rest when we participate in communion. The bread and the cup 

constitute a meaningful fellowship meal that can reflect the rest that Christ offers. 

These signs are an opportunity to publicly display Christ’s fulfillment of the old, and His 

inauguration of something new. So let’s follow the Lord of the Sabbath into the rest that He 

offers and display that truth, as best we can, within His creation.

 

  


