
“Of the Sabbath Day” 
(WCF 21.8) 

 
 
 

WCF 21.8  This Sabbath is then kept holy unto the Lord, when men, after a due 
preparation of their hearts, and ordering of their common affairs before-hand, do 
not only observe an holy rest all the day from their own works, words and thoughts 
about their worldly employments and recreations; but also are taken up the whole 
time in the public and private exercises of his worship, and in the duties of necessity 
and mercy.   
VIII.  We are to keep the Sabbath holy by separating ourselves from the world on 

that day to worship God.   
A.  What is the purpose of the Sabbath?   

1.  The Sabbath is a picture of what we should be striving to enter.   
a.  Considering the future should change the way we live.  Richard Baxter wrote, 

“If we saw God, and heaven, and hell before us, don’t you think it would 
effectively reconcile our differences and heal our unbrotherly exasperations 
and divisions?  Wouldn’t it hold back the hands that itch to be using violence 
against those who do not agree with them in everything?  How many empty 
controversies would it reconcile!  As the arrival of the teacher ends the fight 
among the school boys; so the sight of God would frighten us from 
contentions or uncharitable violence.”   

b.  The Sabbath encourages us to push forward to the promised rest after our 
labors are complete.   
(i)  The Old Covenant Sabbath pointed the people of God forward.  “Thus the 

heavens and the earth were completed, and all their hosts.  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” (Gen. 2:1-3).   

(ii)  The New Covenant Sabbath does the same.   
(a)  Christ, through His completed work, changed the day we observe this 

rest, yet it still points to that eternal rest.   
(b)  “There remains therefore 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.  Let us therefore be diligent to enter that 
rest, lest anyone fall through following the same example of 
disobedience” (Heb. 4:9-11).   

 
2.  The Sabbath also reminds us there is something we should be striving to become 

on earth to enter into that rest:  Holy.   
a.  Eternal life is not just a duration (eternal) and quality (blessed) of life, it’s 

also a state (holiness) of life:   
(i)  God has predestined us to become like His Son.  “For those whom He 

foreknew, He also predestined to become conformed to the image of His 
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Son, so that He would be the firstborn among many brethren” (Rom. 
8:29).   

(ii)  This conformity won’t be fully realized until heaven.   
 

b.  We should be striving to become on earth what we are to become in heaven, 
for by doing so, we are becoming fit for heaven.   
(i)  The Sabbath is not merely a picture of what we’ll be doing in heaven, it 

reminds us of what we will be in heaven.   
(a)  We will be purely spiritual/filled with the Spirit and with holy love.   
(b)  We will be expressing that love to God and to one another for all 

eternity.   
 

 (ii)  It reminds us that we are to be holy as He is holy:  “As obedient 
children, do not be conformed to the former lusts which were yours in 
your ignorance, but like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves 
also in all your behavior; because it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for I am 
holy’” (1 Pet. 1:14-16).   

(iii)  It reminds us that we are to love God with all our heart, soul, mind and 
strength, and our neighbor as ourselves (Matt. 22:36-40), because this is 
the essence of holiness, of that perfection that awaits us in heaven.   
 

B.  How should we observe the Sabbath?   
1.  In order to grow in holiness, there are certain things we must not do on this day.   

a.  We must not work:   
(i)  We must rest from our labors the whole day:  “For six days work may be 

done, but on the seventh day there is a sabbath of complete rest, holy to 
the LORD; whoever does any work on the sabbath day shall surely be put 
to death.  So the sons of Israel shall observe the Sabbath, to celebrate the 
Sabbath throughout their generations as a perpetual covenant.  It is a sign 
between Me and the sons of Israel forever; for in six days the Lord made 
the heaven and earth, but on the seventh day He ceased from labor, and 
was refreshed” (Exodus 31:15-17).   

(ii)  We need to help others rest from their labors as well:   
(a)  Love for our neighbor would dictate this.   
(b)  We also have example:  “In those days I saw in Judah some who were 

treading wine presses on the sabbath, and bringing in sacks of grain and 
loading them on donkeys, as well as wine, grapes, figs and all kinds of 
loads, and they brought them into Jerusalem on the sabbath day.  So I 
admonished them on the day they sold food.  Also men of Tyre were 
living there who imported fish and all kinds of merchandise, and sold 
them to the sons of Judah on the sabbath, even in Jerusalem.  Then I 
reprimanded the nobles of Judah and said to them, ‘What is this evil 
thing you are doing, by profaning the sabbath day?  Did not your 
fathers do the same, so that our God brought on us and on this city all 
this trouble?  Yet you are adding to the wrath on Israel by profaning the 
sabbath.’  It came about that just as it grew dark at the gates of 
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Jerusalem before the sabbath, I commanded that the doors should be 
shut and that they should not open them until after the sabbath.  Then I 
stationed some of my servants at the gates so that no load would enter 
on the sabbath day.  Once or twice the traders and merchants of every 
kind of merchandise spent the night outside Jerusalem.  Then I warned 
them and said to them, ‘Why do you spend the night in front of the 
wall?  If you do so again, I will use force against you.’  From that time 
on they did not come on the sabbath.  And I commanded the Levites 
that they should purify themselves and come as gatekeepers to sanctify 
the sabbath day.  For this also remember me, O my God, and have 
compassion on me according to the greatness of Your lovingkindness” 
(Nehemiah 13:15-22).   

 
b.  We must not engage in worldly recreations:   

(i)  Competitive sports would defeat the idea of rest.   
(ii)  Recreations that are tied to the world would defeat the purpose of 

separation and heavenly mindedness.   
(iii)  Re-creative activities would be more in order, such as a walk in a forest, 

or the outdoors, where we can see the glory of God, while resting.   
 

c.  We must not think about our worldly employments and recreations, talk 
about them, or desire to engage in them on the Lord’s Day:   
(i)  Example:  It is a sin to commit adultery; therefore it’s also wrong to think 

about it, desire it, talk about it:  “You have heard that it was said, ‘You 
shall not commit adultery’; but I say to you that everyone who looks at a 
woman with lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his 
heart” (Matt. 5:27-28).   

(ii)  Example:  It is wrong to murder; therefore it’s also wrong to think about 
murdering someone, to desire to murder someone, or to talk about 
murdering someone:  “You have heard that the ancients were told, ‘You 
shall not commit murder’ and ‘Whoever commits murder shall be liable to 
the court.’  But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother 
shall be guilty before the court; and whoever says to his brother, ‘You 
good-for-nothing,’ shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever 
says, ‘You fool,’ shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell” (Matt. 
5:21-23).   

(iii)  We should not talk about our recreations or our work, unless the purpose 
is to minister to our brethren and to glorify Christ.   

 
2.  There are also things we must do:  “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy” 

(Ex. 20:8).   
a.  We are to spend the day in worship:  public and private.   

(i)  Public worship:   
(a)  “And let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and good 

deeds, not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of 
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some, but encouraging one another; and all the more as you see the day 
drawing near” (Heb. 10:24-25).   

(b)  We are to remember the work God has done through Jesus to save us 
– the life, death, burial and resurrection of Christ – we are to celebrate 
this event and worship them.   

 
(ii)  Private worship in families and as individuals.   
(iii)  The use of the means of grace to strengthen our love/holiness, equipping 

us for the work the Lord has called us to and preparing us for heaven.   
(iv)  Christian fellowship:   

(a)  We are to minister our gifts to one another.   
(b)  We are to encourage one another in the things of the Lord.   
(c)  We are to build one another up in love.  Paul writes, “But speaking the 

truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into Him, who is the 
head, even Christ, from whom the whole body, being fitted and held 
together by that which every joint supplies, according to the proper 
working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the 
building up of itself in love” (Eph. 4:15-16).   

(d)  Loving God and loving our brothers and sisters in Christ is what 
heaven is all about.   

(e)  This is also what this day is to reflect as we gather together for 
worship and fellowship.   

(f)  The purpose of the Sabbath then is to remind us to cultivate this holy 
love in preparation for heaven.   

 
b.  Works of necessity and mercy.   

(i)  We may do the things that must be done on the Sabbath:  “At that time 
Jesus went through the grainfields 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.’  But He said to them, ‘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?  
Or have you not read in the Law, that on the Sabbath the priests in the 
temple break the Sabbath and are innocent?  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.  For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath’” 
(Matt. 12:1-8).    
(a)  Things necessary to provide for ourselves:  preparing food, cleaning 

and clothing ourselves, traveling to church, etc.   
(b)  Things necessary to provide for others:  medical care (doctor, nurse, 

pharmacy), protection (police, fireman), utilities (power, water).   
(c)  These are things that must be done on that day and can be done on no 

other.   
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(d)  If it is possible to do something on another day, then it should not be 
done on the Sabbath.   
 

(ii)  We may do works of mercy on the Sabbath:  “Departing from there, He 
went into their synagogue.  And a man was there whose hand was 
withered.  And they 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.’  Then He said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand!’  He 
stretched it out, and it was restored to normal, like the other” (Matt. 12:9-
13).  This includes:   
(a)  Helping others in need.   
(b)  Sharing the Gospel with others.   
 

c.  Rest.   
(i)  We may do re-creative activity.   
(ii)  But we may not be idle.   
 

3.  What has God promised to those who will keep the Sabbath in this way?   
a.  He has promised blessing:  “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).   

b.  Obedience to God’s commandments always brings blessing.   
 
C.  What should we do to prepare for the Sabbath?   

1.  We should make sure we have our work completed.   
a.  Whatever is essential should be done before the day comes.   
b.  We should do what we can to relieve the work of that day:  “Then he said to 

them, ‘This is what the LORD meant:  Tomorrow is a sabbath observance, a 
holy sabbath to the LORD.  Bake what you will bake and boil what you will 
boil, and all that is left over put aside to be kept until morning.’  So they put 
it aside until morning, as Moses had ordered, and it did not become foul nor 
was there any worm in it.  Moses said, ‘Eat it today, for today is a sabbath to 
the LORD; today you will not find it in the field.  Six days you shall gather it, 
but on the seventh day, the sabbath, there will be none.’  It came about on the 
seventh day that some of the people went out to gather, but they found none.  
Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘How long do you refuse to keep My 
commandments and My instructions?  See, the LORD has given you the 
sabbath; therefore He gives you bread for two days on the sixth day.  Remain 



6 

every man in his place; let no man go out of his place on the seventh day.’  
So the people rested on the seventh day” (Ex. 16:23-30).   

 
2.  We should spend time preparing our hearts.   

a.  We should take time the evening before to 
search our hearts, repenting of our sins, 
asking God to prepare us for the right 
observance of the Sabbath.   

b.  Cotter’s Saturday Night by Robert Burns.   
 

3.  Remember, we don’t need to look at the Sabbath 
as a day of don’ts.   
a.  It is a day that the Lord has given us to spend 

with Him and with His people.   
b.  It is a day when we have divine warrant not 

to work and to rest so that we may.   
c.  This is what we’ll be doing throughout all 

eternity:  if we don’t enjoy it here, we’ll not 
enjoy it in heaven.  In this way, the Sabbath 
is a test of the condition of our hearts.   

 
4.  The Lord wants us to be holy everyday, but the 

Sabbath reminds us why.  And so let’s strive to be holy.   
a.  Put the world out of your mind as much as possible.   
b.  Cultivate love with your Lord and with your brothers and sisters in Christ.   


