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“Hall provides a wonderful exploration of a question at the heart of the 
biblical story—what does it look like for the world, and humanity, to be 
at rest?”

—Jon Collins, Cofounder  
BibleProject

“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 rethink the meaning of ‘Sabbath 
rest.’ He rightly contends that God offers us something far beyond a lazy 
Sunday in a hammock. "is book delivers a robust and fully developed 
biblical concept of the rest God intended for his children. "e truths are 
not only profound, they are life-changing and full of grace.”

—Morris Dirks, Founding Director  
SoulFormation 

“We live in a tired world. What people really need is a clear understand-
ing of true rest. Hall offers this clarity by relating the Bible’s ancient Near 
Eastern context to the biblical story. "en he helps us practically apply 
Jesus’s offer of rest to our modern context. Many teachers write about 
sabbath today, but this work stands alone as truly unique in its approach 
and application.”

—Chip Bennett, Lead Pastor  
Grace Community Church, Sarasota, Florida
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FOREWORDFOREWORD

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’s time  reading 
it correctly? How do Jesus’s statements about the Sabbath enhance our 
understanding? What does Jesus mean when he offers to give “rest” (Mat-
thew 11:28)? Should Christians be concerned about Sabbath observance 
today?

So many questions! "ese are all legitimate inquiries and concern 
interpretation of Scripture, understanding the ancient world, theologi-
cal issues, and 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 storytelling and careful textual work, Hall 
helps us to reevaluate many of the preconceptions about Sabbath that 
readers often have. In the process, he helps us reimagine what the Church 
is and does, and how we, as Christians, should understand our place in 
God’s plans and purposes.
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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. "ey will be able to appropriate the essential 
truth of what it means when God rests as well as to regain an understand-
ing of the rest that God offers to his people and to which he calls them. 
I do not 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



Additional Online Resources

RethinkingRest.com

At the beginning of each chapter, you’ll see the “Additional 
Resources” QR code. " is code links you to RethinkingRest.com, 
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C H A P T E R 1

WHY RETHINK REST? WHY RETHINK REST? 

I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but rest isn’t working.
I’m not trying to say that the defi nition 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 diff erent 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 

g
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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 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!
"at “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. "ere’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 the bottom (because you’ve eaten 
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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.

"at’s what sabbath conversations have become in the church today. 
"ey are cul-de-sac conversations. "ey don’t have any outlets. Let me 
explain what I mean.

"ere 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 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. "ese 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. "ey think God has given us more flexibil-
ity than that in the new covenant. "ey 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 conclude that the idea of sabbath is really 
just something that points to Jesus’s 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.



20 Rethinking Rest

"ose 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. "ere’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 we are able to back away from our 
current cul-de-sac conversation and see the whole neighborhood of 
rest, that’s when we can begin to understand what God means when 
He offers “rest.”

I Don’t !ink !at Means What You !ink It Means
One of my favorite movies is the 1987 film !e 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.”
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 
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“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 conversa-
tions 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. 

"e 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.

!ere Remains a Sabbath Rest 
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. "is is by design. 
"ere’s a pivotal discussion in Hebrews 3–4 regarding the New Testa-
ment understanding of biblical rest. "is discussion is unique because 
it directly connects the rest a believer experiences to the rest that God 
experiences. "is 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. "ere’s 
a specific passage in Hebrews 4 that will launch us back to the beginning 
of the story in Genesis.
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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. "erefore, let us 
be diligent to enter that rest. (Hebrews 4:8–11)

"is passage mentions the Old Testament character of Joshua. Joshua 
was Moses’s right-hand man. Moses led Israel out of Egypt, received the 
Ten Commandments, and led the people for a generation in the wilder-
ness. "en Joshua went on to lead the Israelites into the land that God 
had promised to Israel’s ancestor, Abraham. "e Promised Land, into 
which Joshua led the conquest, is often referred to as a place of rest.

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 spo-
ken of another day after the conquest, when the concept of rest was revisited.

"ere’s something important to notice here. In maybe the most 
important conversation about biblical rest in the whole of the New Tes-
tament, we’re talking about Joshua. But who are we not talking about?

Notice the absence of Moses in this discussion. Moses is the char-
acter 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.
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