
ECF 25th June 2017 Genesis 2:1-3 The Gift of Rest 
Video: Breathe  In this increasingly hectic and stress-filled life, we all need time to stop and catch our breath.  We need to 
rest.  God knew this and he modelled this right from the end of the creation week in Genesis 2:1-3: “Thus the heavens and 
the earth were completed in all their vast array.  2 By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on 
the seventh day he rested from all his work. 3 And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested 
from all the work of creating that he had done.” 
 
1. The Seventh Day   
We’ve been looking at the account of God’s creation of this universe: 
 
a) 6 Days of Work 

• We began by seeing that, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” Genesis 1:1, that God spoke this 
world into existence through the power of his word and to the glory of his name. 

• Then we saw that on Day 1 to 3, God formed what was formless, creating separations, structure and systems, reflecting 
his nature because “God is not a God of disorder.”  1 Corinthians 14:33   

• Then, on Day 4 to 6, God filled what was empty, because this was God’s purpose: “He did not create it to be empty, but 
formed it to be inhabited.” Isaiah 45:1 

• And last time we looked at the pinnacle of creation, how God made humanity in his image and likeness, to resemble 
him, to relate to him, to reproduce his image, to represent his rule and to reflect his glory.   

 
b) 7th Day of Rest  
And “so on the seventh day he rested from all his work.” Genesis 2:2.  After 6 days of incredible work displaying his wisdom, 
creativity and power God ended his work.  He stopped and rested.   
 
This wasn’t because God was tired or worn out or needed a break.  “The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends 
of the earth. He will not grow tired or weary, and his understanding no-one can fathom.” Isaiah 40:28  God doesn’t get 
tired, instead he is the source of strength for all those who are weak and weary.   
 
Neither does this mean that God stopped all of his work, as if he just set the creation going and then stepped back and 
walked away from this universe.  Jesus said, “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.” John 
5:17 
 
As Hebrews says, the Son of God didn’t only make this world, but he is also “sustaining all things by his powerful word.” 
Hebrews 1:3  
 
Instead, God rested on the seventh day from creating this world because “The heavens and the earth were completed in all 
their vast array.” Genesis 2:1   God had accomplished his work of creation.  There was light, sky and sea, dry land filled with 
plants, sun, moon and stars, sea creatures and birds, land animals and human beings. 
And so God stopped creating and rested! 
  
c) Blessed and Holy  
And because of this, “God blessed the seventh day and made it holy.” Genesis 2:3  On day 5 of the creation week, God 
blessed the sea creatures and birds.  On day 6, he blessed humanity.  Now on day 7, he blessed the seventh day.  He put his 
divine favour in a special way on this day.   
 
And he made it holy.  God sanctified this day.  He set it apart for his particular use.  But what did God set this day apart for, 
and what does this mean for us today?   
 
Well, this is not explained here.  There is no commandment here for humanity to do anything.  There is simply the 
observation of what God did.  But this is the basis for a really important theme that flows down through all of Scripture.   
 
2. The Sabbath Day 
For the nation of Israel, this is the basis for the Sabbath. The word Sabbath simply means to cease or to rest and is closely 
related to the word for rest used in Genesis 2.  However, it is not until the book of Exodus, that this word is used. 

 
a) In the Wilderness 
When the nation of Israel travelled through the wilderness after escaping Egypt, God promised to “rain down bread from 
heaven” Exodus 16:4 for them.  This manna, as it was called, appeared each morning, and the people went out to collect as 
much as they needed for them and their family.   



 
It was to be used on that day.  They could not store it.  If they tried it would be full of maggots and go off.  It was their daily 
bread! 
 
But miraculously this wouldn’t happen on the sixth day.  On that day, Moses told them to collect double what they needed 
and keep half until the next day.  That’s because there would be no manna on the ground on the seventh morning, as  
“Tomorrow is to be a day of rest, a holy Sabbath to the Lord.” Exodus 16:23   
 
In this way, God was teaching his nation this pattern of working for six says, and keeping the seventh as a day of rest and as 
a day set apart for the Lord.   
 
b) In the Law 
And this pattern was established in the Law that God gave to Moses.  In the 10 commandments, the fourth says: 
“Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. 9 Six days you shall labour and do all your work, 10 but the seventh day is a 
Sabbath to the Lord your God.” Exodus 20:8–10 
  

i) A Day of Rest 
The key issue of the Sabbath was that it was a day of rest.  Nothing that constituted work was allowed that day.  They 
weren’t even allowed to light a fire in their house.    And this was to be observed for everybody in the land of Israel.  “On it 
you shall not do any work neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, 
nor the alien within your gates.” Exodus 20:10 
 
Why was that?  Well in part it was because people needed a break, they need time out for relaxation and respite.   “Six days 
do your work, but on the seventh day do not work, so that your ox and your donkey may rest and the slave born in your 
household, and the alien as well, may be refreshed.” Exodus 23:12  
 
So the Sabbath was a gift to everyone in the nation, their slaves and even their animals to protect them from being over-
worked, exploited and abused.  God gave the Sabbath, because people needed a day off every week! 
 
So Jesus said, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.” Mark 2:27.  It was given not to be a burden on 
people, but for people’s benefit and refreshing. 
 

ii) A Day of Reverence  
But there was more to it than just a day off.  In the 10 commandments, the Lord went on to explain: “For in six days the 
Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day.” Exodus 20:11   
 
In the creation week, God had modelled an example that his nation were to follow.  As he worked in creating this world for 
six days and rested on the seventh, so they were to work six days a week, and rest on the seventh.   
 
And so in resting on the seventh day, they would be accepting that the Lord was the Creator who had made the world in six 
days.  They would be recognizing that this world, and everything in it, belongs to the Lord.  They would be accepting that 
they belong to the Lord. 
  
That is why it was also “a day of sacred assembly.” Leviticus 23:3.  It was when the community would lay down their 
everyday jobs to come together and worship God.   And so, in the New Testament, the Sabbath was the day when the Jews 
met together in the temple or in the local synagogues, to listen to God’s word and declare their commitment to the Lord. 
 

iii) A Day of Reliance  
But And when they did this, they also declared their reliance upon the Lord to provide for their needs.  Instead of working 
that day desperately trying to meet the needs of their families, they would spend the time focusing on the Lord because 
they believed, that ultimately, everything they needed came from him, that he is Yahweh Yireh, “The Lord Will Provide.” 
Genesis 22:14 
 
This reliance on God was underlined through the Law on Sabbath years.   

• Every seven years, the land would be left uncultivated and unharvested so that “the poor among your people may get 
food from it, and the wild animals may eat what they leave.” Exodus 23:11   

• Every seven years, all debts would be cancelled: “At the end of every seven years you must cancel debts.” Deuteronomy 
15:1 

• After seven years, all Hebrew slaves would be released: “In the seventh year you must let him go free." Deuteronomy 



15:12  

• And after seven times seven years, the 50th year would be a Year of Jubilee when families would be given their land 
back: “In this Year of Jubilee everyone is to return to his own property.” Leviticus 25:13  

 
Through all of these regulations of rest, release and restoration, God was challenging his nation to rely on his provision, 
rather than grab and hold onto all that they could! 
 

iv) A Day of Relationship  
And so this Sabbath day was more than just a pragmatic provision of a day off, or to allow people to get together for 
worship, it was a symbol of the nation’s covenant relationship with the Lord: “You must observe my Sabbaths. This will be a 
sign between me and you for the generations to come, so that you may know that I am the Lord, who makes you holy.”  
Exodus 31:13 
 
The weekly Sabbath was a sign that this nation was holy.  As they kept this law, they were reminded that they had been set 
apart for the Lord, that because of his love and grace, they belonged to him and were living in relationship with him. 
 
So for the nation of Israel, the Sabbath was a wonderful gift when this nation could follow the model set out by their God in 
the creation week, and keep the seventh day to rest from their work and to declare their reverence for, their reliance upon, 
and their relationship with, the Lord. 
 
3. The Saviour’s Day  
But what does this all mean for us today?  Do we need to follow Israel in keeping the seventh day of the week, Saturday, 
holy as a day of complete rest?   
 
a) A New Relationship 
Well, one of the noticeable things in Jesus’ ministry was just how often he did things on the Sabbath that offended the 
religious leaders.  For example, Jesus allowed his disciples to pick ears of corn on the Sabbath, even though the Pharisees 
complained: “Why are they doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?” Mark 2:24 
 
Jesus also healed numerous people on the Sabbath, often inside a synagogue, even though the religious leaders responded 
to these by saying, “There are six days for work. So come and be healed on those days, not on the Sabbath.” Luke 13:14  
 

But Jesus defended his actions by claiming that “The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.”" Matthew 12:8  As the Son of God, 
he was not bound by their traditions and interpretations of the Sabbath.  He could declare what the ultimate purpose and 
meaning of the Sabbath was. 
 
In fact, this is what Jesus said that he had come to do with the Law.  He said, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the 
Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfil them.” Matthew 5:17 Jesus didn’t come to reject or 
ridicule the Law given through Moses or the Prophets.  All of God’s Word, the Old and the New Testament, is precious, 
useful and powerful.  None of it should be discarded. 
 
And yet, Jesus didn’t come just to repeat what Moses and the Prophets had said.  He came to accomplish it, complete it, to 
bring the Scriptures to their intended meaning which was to bring us into a new covenant relationship with God through the 
shedding of his own blood. 
 
And so, if we have put our faith in Jesus, then we are no longer under the Old Covenant Law.  “The law was put in charge to 
lead us to Christ that we might be justified by faith. 25 Now that faith has come, we are no longer under the supervision of 
the law.” Galatians 3:24–25  It has done its job in bringing us to Christ! 
 
And so when it comes to the Sabbath, we need to understand that Jesus came to fulfil what the Sabbath offered in part to 
the nation of Israel.  Paul wrote: “Do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, 
a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. 17 These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is 
found in Christ.” Colossians 2:16–17  
 
We don’t need to follow the Sabbath law, because it is only a shadow of the ultimate reality.  As good as it was, it was not 
the real thing, it was only pointing forward to something that was better, greater, more wonderful.  It was only pointing 
forward to the New Covenant relationship through Christ!   
 
b) A Full Reliance  



Of course, we can still learn lessons from the Sabbath.  For example, we can rely on the Lord’s provision, rather than rush 
about, working every minute of every day, like those who don’t know the Lord.  Jesus taught: “So do not worry, saying, 
‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ 32 For the pagans run after all these things, and your 
heavenly Father knows that you need them.” Matthew 6:31–32 
 
We should be able to stop, to pause, to rest – because we know that everything doesn’t depend on our efforts, our 
busyness, our endeavour.  Instead, we are trusting our heavenly Father to provide.   
 
c) A Deeper Reverence  
We can also learn to take time out of our lives to come together to express our reverence for the Lord.  “Let us not give up 
meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another.” Hebrews 10:25   
 
There are no commands in the New Testament as to what days of the week we need to do this.  There are hints in the New 
Testament that it wasn’t long before the church moved away from meeting on the seventh day of the week, and instead 
started to meet together on the first day of the week, “The Lord’s Day.” Revelation 1:10   
 
This is because instead of focussing on God’s completion of creation on the last day of the week, we are called to focus on 
the new creation that is possible through the resurrection of Jesus and the gift of the Spirit, that both took place on the first 
day of the week! 
  
And so when we meet, we look back, not to creation, but to the cross, as Jesus taught us to take bread and wine, and “Do 
this in remembrance of me.” 1 Corinthians 11:24 
 
d) A Greater Rest 
And finally we can learn from the Sabbath that rest is important for us.  Just like the nation of Israel, we all need to take 
time out from the busyness of our lives to rest and be refreshed.   
 
Even Jesus recognised this.  When he and his disciples were being inundated with so many demands from the people, he 
said to them: “Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.” Mark 6:31  We need to learn to do that 
regularly in our lives! 
 
But there is a greater rest that we need.  The Book of Hebrews says that “There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people 
of God.” Hebrews 4:9.  This is not just a day of rest and relaxation from the demands of work.  This is the ultimate rest in 
him!   
 
This is the rest that Jesus offered when he said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  
Matthew 11:28   Rest from the burden of the law, rest from our efforts to make ourselves good enough for God, rest from 
the pressure to perform, rest from guilt and fear and condemnation. 
 
That rest comes, not because the work of creation has been completed, but because the work of salvation has been 
completed.  This was declared by Jesus on the cross, when he said, “It is finished.” John 19:30  
 
Our sin-debt was paid in full.  Our ransom-price was fully met.  The punishment that we deserved was taken by Jesus.  
Nothing more was required.  “Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.” 1 
Peter 3:18  
 
And so through simple faith in Christ, we are totally forgiven, declared righteous in God’s sight, set free from slavery to sin 
and death, released from the curse of the law, adopted as a child of God, secure in his love, and guaranteed eternal rest in 
God’s presence forever! 
 
Conclusion 
This is what the Sabbath day pointed to.  This is what Jesus came to bring to us.  We are called, not just to rest once a week 
– but to rest every moment of every day in the finished work of Jesus on the cross, so that we can declare:  

“My soul finds rest in God alone;  
my salvation comes from him. 
2 He alone is my rock and my salvation;  
he is my fortress, I shall never be shaken.” Psalm 62:1-2 
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