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General Introduction:
I.

The Context of the Study

The subject of the Christian Sabbath has been a matter of controversy
among Calvinistic Baptists. In such circles the subjects of the law and the
Sabbath have in the last few years become a topic of prolonged and at
times heated debate. This debate is, however, but a small segment of an
ongoing debate which has gripped Evangelicalism for much of the
Twentieth Century. 1
This debate has been occasioned by the growing erosion of Lord's Day
observance among Christians in countries and churches which were
traditionally Sabbatarian2 in their theology and practice. As I see it, the
debate has been between those Christians who view this erosion as
dangerous, pernicious and a violation of the Scriptures on the one hand
and on the other hand those whose views of the Lord's Day have made
them amenable to the modern trend.
To some degree, therefore, all of us approach this subject in a polemic
atmosphere, a climate of debate. While it is to be gratefully acknowledged
1

Don Carson’s introduction to the collection of essays entitled, From Sabbath
to the Lord’s Day (Zondervan: Grand Rapids, 1982) corroborates this assertion.
2

It is just as well to define the controversial word, sabbatarian, early in this
discussion. I will use sabbatarian with the general meaning of one who observes
a weekly Sabbath. In this discussion I am defending the observance of the
Lord's Day as a "Christian Sabbath". In this sense I am a sabbatarian and am
defending sabbatarianism. It is true, however, that the term, sabbatarian, has at
least two possible connotations which I do not intend to convey by using it.
Sometimes sabbatarian has been used to describe one who observes Saturday
as a sabbath. I will describe this as "seventh-day sabbatarianism". The
adjective, sabbatarian, has also been used to describe one who favors a rigid
observance of the "Christian Sabbath". I am a sabbatarian, but I do not regard
myself as either holding, defending, or practicing the "rigid observance" of the
Christian Sabbath which I acknowledge even some "Christian Sabbatarians"
have held. When referring to such beliefs or practices, I will refer to "extreme
sabbatarianism".
3

that God has often over-ruled such debate for the advancement of truth in
His Church, such a polemic atmosphere is not necessarily the best climate
in which truth and Christianity thrive. It has its dangers.
To be specific, it can lead to extreme and imbalanced views in both the
doctrinal and practical realms. It may lead us to miss or depreciate aspects
of truth which seem unfavorable to "our side". It may lead us to adopt
either legalistic views of Sabbath-keeping in over-reaction to the libertinism
of our day; or it may cause us to over-react to the legalism of extreme
Sabbatarians into a totally antinomian view of the Lord's Day. Both
responses are wrong and equally anti-Christian. The Pharisee and the
Libertine are much closer to one another than to the true Christian.
Personal, pastoral experience has exhibited more than once the spectacle
of a youthful, extreme Sabbatarian reacting into an antinomian view and
libertine practice with regard to the Lord's Day.
It seems indisputable to me that the Bible was written for sons of God, not
defense attorneys. In other words, the Bible was written for sons willing to
listen to hear their Father's words without interrupting Him before He is
finished speaking. It was not written for defense attorneys ready to catch at
words, fabricate contradictions, interrupt before one is finished, and defend
their case to the bitter end. If we are ever to come to the knowledge of the
truth in our studies of the Scripture, we must approach them as sons.
Otherwise, it is altogether too possible that our lot will be that of those
professing Christians of which Paul wrote in 2 Tim. 3:7 who were "always
learning and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth."
II.

The Outline of the Study

This discussion of the "Christian Sabbath" will have four sections.
Section 1:
Section 2:
Section 3:
Section 4:

Its Presuppositions
Its Proofs
Its Precedents
It’s Practice

Section 1: Its Presuppositions

4

I am utterly convinced that in approaching the question of the Christian
Sabbath we must first consider the issue of the presuppositions with which
we approach the Scriptures. Much, very much, indeed, in a sense
everything depends on the presuppositions with which we come to this
issue. These presuppositions form the foundation of our doctrinal edifice.
If the foundation of a building is out of plumb, the building itself must be
severely effected.
Furthermore, if we can agree on our foundations, I believe that we are
almost certain to agree on our conclusions. Even if, however, we do not
agree on our conclusions, those who accept with us our foundations will be
safeguarded from more serious error. On the other hand, those who
disagree with these foundational assumptions will fall into far more serious
error than those who merely come to slightly different conclusions, but with
the same foundations.
Five crucial presuppositions with reference to the interpretation of Scripture
on this subject must now be examined.
I.

The Organic Unity of the Scriptures

Perhaps the most fundamental assumption about proper, biblical
interpretation is the organic unity of the Scriptures. The Bible is one book
with one author, God Himself, and it, therefore, has one all-embracing
theme. This one theme unfolds in an organic or growing unity.
Geerhardus Vos has stated this reality very persuasively and eloquently:
Although the knowledge of God has received material increase
through the ages, this increase nowhere shows the features of
external accretion, but throughout appears as an internal expansion,
an organic unfolding from within.... The Gospel of Paradise is such a
germ in which the Gospel of Paul is potentially present: and the
gospel of Abraham, of Moses, of David, of Isaiah and Jeremiah, are
all expansions of this original message of salvation, each pointing
forward to the next stage of growth and bringing the gospel idea one
step nearer to its full realization.3
3

G. Vos, Redemptive History and Biblical Interpretation, (Presbyterian and
Reformed, Phillipsburg, 1980), p. 11.
5

If the Bible is an organic unity, then it must be studied and understood as
such. John Murray properly remarks:
The Bible revelation should never be compared to a pile of blocks,
even should we think of these as blocks of the finest granite, wellshaped and masterfully hewn, arranged in the most symmetrical
order. The Bible is an organism; its unity is organic. It is not a
compilation of isolated and unrelated divine oracles. The Bible is
something that grew over a period of some fifteen centuries. It grew
by a process of divine revelation and inspiration. At sundry times and
in divers manners God progressively revealed himself and his will
until in the fulness of time God sent forth his Son who is the
brightness of his glory and the express image of his person.
Our knowledge of the Bible, if it is to be really adequate, must be
knowledge of the Bible as it is, and must reflect this organic
character, not knowledge of the piecemeal or block variety but
knowledge of the vital organic unity that belongs to the Bible. We
must understand that the whole Bible stands together and the fibres
of organic connection run through the whole Bible connecting one
part with every other part and every one truth with every other truth.4
Murray is absolutely correct. The Bible is not a sack of rocks, but a tree
each part of which is organically related to another part. If we believe this,
it will irresistibly force us to ask of each part of the Bible, how it fits in with
the rest of the Bible. The organic unity of the Bible constrains us to ask
how the institutions of the New Testament are related to those of the Old.
For instance, Acts 20:7 records that the church at Troas met for worship on
the first day of the week. If we viewed the Bible as a sack of isolated rocks,
it might be possible to be insensitive to the relationship of this passage to
other similar mentions of the first day of the week in the New Testament (1
Cor. 16:1; Luke 24:1; John 20:1, 19, 26). If, however, we approach the

4

John Murray, Collected Writings, vol. I, (The Banner of Truth Trust,
Edinburgh, 1976), p. 5.
6

task with the presupposition of the organic unity of Scripture such
insensitivity is impossible.
Similarly, it may be possible for the anti-sabbatarian to evade confronting
the question as to the relation of two such similar institutions as the Lord's
Day (Rev. 1:10) and the weekly Sabbath of Israel just so long as he
assumes the sack-of-rocks view of the Bible. When, however, the organic
unity of the Scriptures is considered at all, this question must be squarely
faced. When it is faced, I am persuaded that it will be difficult to avoid the
admission of an organic unity between the two institutions.
II.

The Fundamental Continuity of the Law of God

A second, foundational perspective is the fundamental continuity or unity of
the law of God in all ages. This is obviously a perspective closely related to
the first, but it has its own, peculiar evidence and significance.
The precise language used to describe this perspective must be carefully
observed. I have spoken of the "fundamental continuity or unity" of the law
of God. By so speaking I mean to imply that there are ceremonial (or
positive) laws which endure only for a season of the world's history. It is
assumed that certain laws, consequently, lost their authority with the first
advent of Christ. Examples of these are the dietary and levitical laws of the
Old Covenant. The words, "fundamental unity," simply assert that despite
this undoubted reality, the fundamental truth about God's law is that it is
one in all ages.
Why is this the case? The reasons are really quite simple. It is the case
because God does not change, and man fundamentally remains the same
(Acts 17:26). Since God's law is simply the transcript of His own character
as it impinges upon the appropriate conduct of men, fundamentally God's
law does not change. His law is simply His own holy, just, and good
character (Rom. 7:12) coming to expression in and for the regulation of
human conduct.
The classic text which forcefully exhibits this truth that God's law is
fundamentally the same in all ages is Rom. 2:14 and 15. Paul's concern in
this text is to show why it is just for God to condemn the Gentiles who did
not possess the Law (v. 12a). Paul's response to this concern is contained
7

in vv. 14 and 15. Its substance is to the effect that the Gentiles are in
possession of God's law and, thus, liable to divine judgment. Two
questions must be asked and answered at this point.
First, how are the Gentiles in possession of the law? Two phrases put the
answer to this question beyond doubt. Verse 14a speaks of the Gentiles
doing "by nature" the things of the law. The word, nature, here and
frequently elsewhere in the New Testament speaks of that which was
created by God. Verse 15a corroborates this by means of the phrase, "the
work of the law written in the heart." Since all Gentiles are assumed to
have this writing in their hearts, the writing here mentioned can only be a
writing which took place by means of the creation. It is, therefore, via
creation that the Gentiles possess the law.
Second, what law is it that the Gentiles possess via creation? The simple
answer to this question is substantially the same law given to Israel and to
the Church. Several exegetical facts conspire to demand this conclusion.
First, note the definite references to "the law". The definite article is
present both in v. 14a ("the things of the law") and in v. 15a ("the work of
the law"). The presence of the definite article in these phrases clearly
evidences a reference to some definite law mentioned in the context. What
is "the law" to which contextual reference is made? There can be no
legitimate doubt. It is the law given to Israel on Mount Sinai (Romans 2:12,
13, 17-27). John Murray cogently remarks:
The law referred to is definite and can be no other than the law of
God specified in the preceding verses as the law which the Gentiles
in view did not have, the law the Jews did have and under which they
were, the law by which men will be condemned in the day of
judgment. It is not therefore a different law that confronts the
Gentiles who are without the law but the same law brought to bear
upon them by a different method of revelation....The point is that it is
not an entirely different law with which the Gentiles are confronted;
the things of the law they do are not things of an entirely different
law--it is essentially the same law. The difference resides in the

8

different method of being confronted with it and, by implication, in the
less detailed and perspicuous knowledge of its content.5
Second, note the clear allusion to the moral obligations incumbent upon the
people of God in both the Old and New Covenant. The phrase in v. 15a,
"the work of the law written in the heart," is reminiscent of and was
suggested by language familiar to Paul from the Old Testament. The
language of Jeremiah 31:33 (which is itself alluding to a number of
references in the Book of Exodus to the writing of the law by the finger of
God) has suggested Paul's terminology. In Jer. 31:33 the law written on
stone is said to be re-written in the hearts of the New Covenant people of
God. It needs to be clearly noted that it is not a new law which is in view,
but the same law written in a different place. By this allusion to Jer. 31:33
Paul suggests a connection between the law written on the heart of men by
creation, the law written on stone in the Old Covenant, and the law rewritten on the hearts of men through the grace and power of the New
Covenant.
Third, we must note the reference to the Gentiles doing "the things of the
law". While the exact meaning of this phrase is disputable, upon either
plausible exegesis of the phrase it suggests that "the work of the law
written in their hearts" confronts Gentiles with a richness and variety of
ethical content. It is not, in other words, simply the law of love in some
ambiguous sense which is in view. This is confirmed by the assumptions of
the surrounding context about the ethical knowledge possessed by these
Gentiles (1:18-23, 28-32; 3:19, 20).
If we really appreciate this emphasis, it will be of enormous assistance in
enabling us to properly evaluate the evidence for the Christian Sabbath.
Most of the emphasis in our day is given to the contrasts or differences
between the Old Testament and the New Testament. The Bible, however,
while recognizing diversity in the different periods of covenant history,
emphasizes and assumes the fundamental unity of the law of God in all
ages. The evidence for the Christian Sabbath can only be appreciated by
one who understands this perspective and approaches the Bible with it.
5

John Murray, Commentary on Romans, vol. 1 (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids,
1965), p. 74.
9

This perspective confronts us with the important question, on what basis;
by what right do I deny the authority of some law which was at one time
binding on God's people? The perspective I have laid out will prevent a
casual attitude to this critical question.
III.

The Assumed Perpetuity of Old Testament Law unless Abolished

The third fundamental perspective which must provide the framework for
our thinking on the Christian Sabbath is the assumed perpetuity of Old
Testament law unless abolished in Christ. In expounding this interpretive
principle we will note in order its denial, its defense, and its difficulty.
A.

Its Denial

This principle has been pointedly denied by most Dispensationalists. In
pointed contradiction to the principle enunciated above, they teach that only
those laws reiterated in the New Testament are for Christians. L. S.
Chafer--whose Dispensational credentials no one should question asserts
of the Law of Moses:
But the entire system, including the commandments as a rule of life,
ceased with the death of Christ (John 1:17; Rom. 10:4). The Law of
Moses, to be sure, was an ad interim dealing in effect only until Christ
should come. For the time being it gave to sin the character of
transgression (Rom. 5:13; Gal. 3:19). It was preceded (Ex. 19:4) and
followed (John 1:17) by grace.6
If we are accustomed to think of such a view as peculiarly Dispensational,
we will be surprised to find men in the Reformed tradition taking a similar
position. Albertus Pieters remarks:

6

L. S. Chafer, Systematic Theology, vol. 7, (Dallas Seminary Press, Dallas,
1969), pp. 225, 226.
10

Whatever in the Decalogue is binding upon us is so binding, not at all
because it is there, but because it has been re-affirmed by Christ and
the apostles as a moral principle of the Christian life.7
Jon Zens is in his soteriology: Reformed. At least at the time when he
wrote the following statements he was writing within the Reformed tradition.
This statement makes clear that Zens too has substantially a
Dispensational approach to the abiding validity of Old Testament law.
His explication of "law" in His Kingdom incorporates elements of the
Mosaic code into the New Covenant....It is in this area of doing justice
to the reality of Old Covenant abolishment, and the implications of
this for New Covenant community that Reformed theology has
failed....And Christ as Mediator has the prerogative to delineate what
"law" is in the New Covenant....The church stands bound, not to the
minutely detailed Mosaic code, but to those new documents inspired
by the Spirit of Christ....This immediately raises the question of
"Sabbath." It is obvious that nine of the Ten Commandments are
reiterated in the New Covenant. Respected brethren have always
differed on whether the "Sabbath" is still in force.8
Please carefully note exactly what these men are saying. They are not
denying that we must obey at least nine of the Ten Commandments. They
are saying that we only obey them if and because they are reiterated by
Christ and the Apostles and, thus, specifically incorporated into the law of
the New Covenant, the law of Christ. The key words in the above
quotations are "reaffirmed", "incorporates", and "reiterated". We obey
these laws not because they are in the Ten Commandments or in the Old
Testament, but because they are in the post-Pentecost portions of the New
Testament. The principle is whatever is not reiterated in this part of the
New Testament is not authoritative for us.
B.

Its Defense

7

Albertus Pieters, "Calvin's View of the Fourth Commandment," The Calvin
Forum, (Feb., 1942), p. 137.
8

Jon Zens, "Crucial Thoughts Concerning "Law in the New Covenant," Baptist
Reformation Review, Spring, 1978, (vol. 7, # 3), pp. 11-13.
11

The great question which must be pressed upon the advocates of such a
hermeneutic is this, when one reads the ethical standards of the New
Testament does one receive the impression that a new law or code of
ethics is being established or revealed? In other words, does Christ or His
Apostles reveal a new ethical system? The short answer to this simple
question is, No, they assume one. Everywhere, for instance, there are
extensive lists of sins which are merely asserted as obviously evil. The
burning question for the advocates of the Neo-Dispensational hermeneutic
of law noted above is: where did the Apostles obtain this extensive ethical
system?
All of this may be viewed from another standpoint. Do we find a new,
comprehensive, ethical system in the New Testament? If we look for one,
we will surely be disappointed. Viewed as a new law the statements of
Christ and the Apostles as divorced from the law of the Old Covenant must
and will seem a random and motley collection. Contrary to the view
advocated by Pieters and Zens, the New Testament everywhere points us
back to the Old Testament law as God's comprehensive revelation of law.
We are reminded of the statement of the Apostle John, “The law was given
by Moses" (John 1:17). The doctrine of the New Testament may be stated
in pointed contradiction to the view which says, “Whatever is not reiterated
is not for us.” The doctrine of the New Testament is, rather, this, “Whatever
is not abolished in Christ is abidingly valid for us.” That this is the doctrine
of the New Testament is shown in myriad places where the New Testament
cites or refers to Old Testament law (Matt. 5:17-20; 7:12; Luke 18:20; Rom.
7:7, 12:19; 13:8-10; 1 Cor. 5:1 [cf. Lev. 18:8; Deut. 22:30; 27:20]; 1 Cor.
5:13; 9:8, 9; 14:34; Eph. 6:1-3;9 1 Tim. 1:9, 10; 5:18; Heb. 12:5; Jas. 2:813, 1 Pet. 3:10-12). Everywhere the New Testament assumes that in and
of itself the Old Testament law is abidingly valid unless some aspect of it is
fulfilled in Christ.
It is clear from the above texts that the abiding validity of the Old Testament
law cannot be restricted to the Ten Commandments. The texts cited do
show, however, that the Ten Commandments are the heart of Old
9

B. B. Warfield, Selected Shorter Writings, vol. 1, (Presbyterian and
Reformed, Nutley, 1970), pp. 322f.
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Testament law. This is further borne out by the fact that the Old Testament
sometimes singles out the Ten Commandments as "the covenant" (Exod.
34:28; Deut. 4:10-13; 5:2).
Our conclusion must be that when we come to the abolition of the Fourth
Commandment the burden of proof rests with those who deny its abiding
validity. This is so because the New Testament doctrine is that unless
something is abolished, it remains valid. It is, therefore, up to those who
deny its validity to show this. An argument from silence will not do, in itself
such an argument would favor the perpetuity of any particular law. The
presumption is that if something is part of the Old Testament law, it is for
us, unless it is abolished in Christ. This is especially true of the moral heart
of that law, the Ten Commandments.
C.

Its Difficulty
1.

The Difficulty Stated

The difficulty with which the view here defended is attended may be stated
very simply. The New Testament teaches that the Old Covenant itself was
abolished in Christ. How, then, can we say that any of its laws are valid for
us? Further, since the Ten Commandments are in the places cited above
identified as the covenant, must we not view even the Ten Commandments
as abolished in Christ. The evidence for the abolition of the Old Covenant
appears to be quite clear. Note 2 Cor. 3:11-14; Heb. 8:7, 13; 10:9.
The opponents of the view defended above have not been slow to tax it
with the problem here suggested. Jon Zens remarks:
When Jesus died on the cross "the veil of the temple was torn in two
from the top to the bottom, and the earth quaked, and the rocks were
broken apart”.... This decisive, supernatural act visibly demonstrated
the end of the Old Covenant and the establishment of the New.
Thus, within this restricted perspective of the abolishing of the Old
and the beginning of the New, it is proper to see the "stones" as
included in that which was terminated...10
10

Jon Zens, loc. cit., p. 10.
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Before commencing the exposition of the answer to this difficulty, the
breadth of the difficulty with which it confronts us must be understood. The
evidence previously cited for the assumed perpetuity of Old Testament law
cannot be exegeted out of our New Testaments. This evidence requires
that we reject the superficial conclusions which Zens and others would
have us draw from the exegetical data with which they have confronted us.
The comprehensive evidence of the New Testament demands that we look
further than the solution which Zens has offered us.
2.

The Difficulty Resolved

The resolution of the difficulty suggested by the abolition of the Old
Covenant may be accomplished by remembering two things. We must,
first, remember the precise way in which the Old Covenant was abolished.
We must, second, remember a crucial distinction or paradox found in the
New Testament.
We must remember the precise way in which the Old Covenant was
abolished. Simply put, it was abolished by way of fulfillment. This is the
pervasive teaching of the New Testament. In Matt. 5:17-20 Jesus speaks
of not coming to destroy the law and the prophets, but to fulfill. In Heb.
10:1 the law is spoken of as the shadow of good things to come. When we
speak of the abolition of the Old Covenant, we must always remember that
we are speaking of abolition by way of fulfillment.
Hebrews 8 explicitly connects the abolition of the Old Covenant with its
displacement by the New Covenant (Heb. 8:7, 13). This permits us to
examine the terms of the New Covenant in order to gain further clarification
as to what exactly its fulfillment and abolition of the Old Covenant means.
Indeed, when we examine the two great blessings for which the Old
Covenant provided, not a little light is shed on the meaning of abolition by
way of fulfillment.
The first great blessing for which the New Covenant provided was the
writing of the law of God on the heart of His people. In the Old Covenant
the fundamental principles of the law of God were written on stone. Now,
so the promise runs, that law is to be written by the Spirit in the hearts of
God's people. This is a fulfillment motif. The movement from "tablets of
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stone" to "hearts of flesh" suggested in Jeremiah 31:33 and elaborated in 2
Corinthians 3 does not, it must be noticed, imply a change in what is
written. It rather clearly implies the opposite. The fundamental principles
of the Old Covenant law (as expressed in the Ten Commandments written
in stone) are not, then, to be abolished by the coming of the New
Covenant. Though the Old Covenant is superseded, its moral laws are not.
The second great blessing for which the New Covenant provided was the
remembering of the sins of God's people no more. The ramifications of this
for the sacrificial system of the Old Covenant are suggested in Heb. 10:118. The repetitive sacrifices of that sacrificial system suggest to the writer
to the Hebrews that under the Old Covenant sins were still remembered (v.
3). [The root word is the same in vv. 3 and 17.] The New Covenant
promise in view, then, was a virtual prophecy of the abolition of the Old
Covenant sacrificial system. The New Covenant meant that all the
ceremonial laws pertaining to the Levitical system would be annulled (Heb.
7:12, 18, 19).
This, then, is our first way of resolving the difficulty posed by the abolition of
the Old Covenant. The Old Covenant, we must remember, was abolished
by way of fulfillment. Such abolition means different things for different
aspects of that covenant. For the law written on stones, it means continuity
by means of being written on the hearts of men. For the levitical and
sacrificial system it means discontinuity and abrogation by means of the
sacrifice of Christ.
We must also remember a crucial distinction or paradox found in the New
Testament.
The New Testament simply views the law of the Old Covenant from two
perspectives. Sometimes the Old Covenant and its law are viewed as a
temporary covenant pointing forward to Christ. On the other hand,
sometimes the Old Covenant law is viewed as a permanent revelation of
moral principles. For instance, the dominant perspective in Hebrews is that
the law is a temporary covenant pointing forward to Christ (Heb. 7:19; 8:4,
5; 10:1). In contrast the dominant perspective in Romans is that the law is
a permanent revelation of abiding moral principle (Rom. 2:14, 15; 3:19, 20,
31; 4:15; 6:14; 7:12; 10:4; 13:8-10).
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This distinction or paradox needs to be fleshed out by means of several
observations.
First, as a temporary covenant, the Christian is not under the law in any
sense; not as a way of salvation, not even as a rule of life. In fact to return
to the law in this sense is to deny the redemptive-historical significance of
the work of Christ. Since Christ's first advent to return to the law in this
sense is to fall away from Christ. While Christ had not yet come, the law
pointed forward to Him. By doing so, it was a saving revelation to Israel.
But if we return to the Old Covenant now that Christ has come, we
necessarily pervert it into a covenant of works. Thus, to return to it now is
to return to a system in which one cannot be saved. It is to return to a
system of works' righteousness. This, if I understand him properly, is
Paul's whole point in his letter to the Galatians.
Second, as a permanent revelation, the Christian is under the law as a rule
of life. He is obligated to obey its instruction in righteousness (2 Tim.3:16,
17).
Third, this distinction is not, first of all, a distinction between two distinct
parts of the law. It is rather a distinction between the whole Old Testament
viewed from two different perspectives. It is not just the Decalogue that is
relevant for the Christians. The laws for sexual purity in Leviticus 18, the
laws of affinity and consanguinity, the promise of long life to sons who
honor their parents (Eph. 6:1-3)--all these have binding authority and
continuing relevance in the New Testament. On the other hand, there are
certainly details contained within the bounds of the Ten Commandments as
they are recorded in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5 which do not bind the
Christian. For instance, even though the Fourth Commandment is itself of
perpetual significance for the Christians, the data which expands on the
Fourth Commandment in both these passages assumes the observance of
the seventh day of the week (Exodus 20:10, 11; Deut. 5:13, 14). 11
11

Some sabbatarians have argued that the Ten Commandments require only
the observance of one day in seven, not the seventh day. This view is not
convincing for the reasons noted and is not, therefore, helpful in the sabbatarian
polemic. It is better to distinguish between the Fourth Commandment itself found
in Exodus 20:8 and Deut. 5:12 and the supplementary data provided in the
subsequent verses in both cases. This supplementary data clearly may vary.
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Fourth, while this distinction is not a distinction in the first place between
two parts of the law, it remains true that when these two distinct
perspectives of the New Testament with reference to the Old Covenant are
examined, different and distinct facets of the Old Covenant gain
prominence. In the Epistle to the Hebrews it is clearly the ceremonial and
civil dimensions of the Old Covenant which are prominent. Chapter seven
teaches the abrogation of the levitical priesthood (7:12). Chapter nine adds
an emphasis on the book of the covenant, the summary of Israel's judicial
law (9:19). The language of chapter nine even suggests equivalence
between the Old Covenant and the Book of the Covenant (vv. 18-20).
Chapter ten provides instruction on the termination of the sacrificial system
of the Old Covenant (vv. 1-3, 17, 18).
On the other hand, when the New Testament contemplates the law of the
Old Covenant as a permanent revelation of moral principle it is certainly the
Ten Commandments which become prominent (Rom. 2:14, 15; 3:19, 20,
31; 7:12; 13:8-10; Eph. 6:1-4; 1 Tim. 1:8-10). This observation justifies the
Reformed confessions in their insistence on a distinction within the law of
the Old Covenant between its moral, civil, and ceremonial dimensions.
It may be asked how we are to determine in more detail which aspects of
Old Testament law are permanent and which temporary. This is not the
place for an elaborate response to this question. It is sufficient for our
purposes that we have vindicated the assumed perpetuity of Old
Testament law unless abolished in Christ. Along the way several hints
have been given with regard to how the determination in view may be
undertaken. Those hints may be briefly collated. First, the work of Christ
This, in turn, suggests that it is not to be viewed as properly part of the Fourth
Commandment. It seems right to assume this on the basis that the Fourth
Commandment in its essence must remain the same in the two accounts. If this
distinction is proper, it would be possible for sabbatarians to argue that the
Fourth Commandment merely requires the observance of the Sabbath without
specifying the day. It is the supplementary data which makes plain that in the
Old Testament God's holy day or Sabbath was the seventh day. In this way
Reformed theologians might defend the unqualified perpetuity of each of the Ten
Commandments without qualification.
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pointedly abrogates the civil and ceremonial dimensions of Old Testament
law. Second, the New Testament explicitly teaches the abiding perpetuity
of the moral dimension of the Old Testament law as centered in the Ten
Commandments. Third, if a law embodied in the Old Covenant is grounded
in a creation ordinance, this suggests its perpetuity. Fourth, if a law
appears to be universal or natural in character (as, for instance, if it is seen
as mandatory for the Gentiles), this suggests its abiding perpetuity.
A final observation may further evince the necessity of holding to the
paradox or distinction which I have here defended. It seems clear that
failure to see this paradoxical viewpoint of the New Testament will lead
inevitably to the popular imbalanced views of our day. Theonomy has
tended almost exclusively to view the law as a permanent revelation of
moral principles. Dispensationalism has committed the opposite error of
emphasizing only what the New Testament says about the law as a
temporary covenant. The balance embodied in the view here defended
certainly commends it.
IV.

The Overarching Priority of the Old and New Creations

The question as to what has the force of law for Christians' ethical conduct
must be related to the normative significance of the Old and New
Creations. The Old Covenant law is valid for the Christian against the
backdrop of the Old and New Creations and as it is defined by that
backdrop. This is illustrated by Paul in the ethical discussion found in 1
Cor. 11:1-16. Here the ethical question of head-coverings for women is
discussed and resolved by Paul (vv. 4-6). It is not necessary here for us to
discuss the precise nature of the answer that he gives to this question. Our
point in considering this passage is to observe the way in which Paul
answers this question. In other words, we must notice the sources to which
he appeals. In vv. 7-16 Paul proceeds to defend his answer. In his
defense Paul appeals to two indisputable authorities:
(1) Creation (or nature), vv. 7-15
(2) New Creation (v.16). (The apostles ("we") and the churches they
founded ("the churches of God") were the authentic exemplars of the
standards of the New Creation in Christ.)
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In the hierarchy delineated in v. 3 these two authorities are implicit. The
statement that "the man is the head of a woman" certainly anticipates the
appeal to creation in vv. 7-15. On the other hand, this part of the hierarchy
is placed in the context of redemption or the new creation by the flanking
statements referring to the "Christ", “Christ is the head of every man ... God
is the head of Christ." Thus, in the present stage of the new creation
redemption does not annul, but rather re-enforces the demands implicit in
the old creation.
If we are to understand what has the force of law for Christians, then we
must understand how the Old and New Creations structure human history
and consequently human ethics.
A.
Human history is structured in terms of two ages: this age and
the age to come.
The two-age concept is the most important scriptural structure for
understanding the Bible's view of history. This terminology or parts of it
occurs 18 times in the New Testament. In addition there are many
synonymous phrases or terms. Perhaps the single most enlightening
passage where this concept is used is Luke 20:34-36. Verses 27-40 are
the larger context of this passage and compose Jesus' discussion of the
resurrection with the Sadducees.
What are the contrasts between the two ages posited in this crucial
passage?

This Age

The Age to Come

1. Marriage

1. No Marriage

2. Death

2. No Death

3. Natural Men

3. Resurrected Men

4. Evil and Good Men Co-exist

4. Sons of God Exclusively
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Note the simplicity of this structure and the biblical eschatology it outlines!
This basic structure of history has, however, been in a certain sense
modified or perhaps better supplemented by the First Advent of Christ
(Heb. 2:5-9; 6:5; 2 Cor. 4:4; Eph. 2:2; 1:21).
The Age to Come = Reign of Christ
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - --------------------->
/\ The Overlapping
\/
/\ of the Ages
\/
----------------------- /\ - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - V
This Age
=
Rule of Satan
Thus the age to come takes place in two installments; the kingdom comes
in two stages: an inaugural stage and a consummate stage (Note the
parables of the kingdom in Matthew 13). This sub-structure pervades and
structures many New Testament doctrines, among them the Old and New
Creations.
B.
Old Creation and New Creation are basically synonymous
concepts to that of: This Age and the Age to Come.
The two ages are equivalent to the two creations. There is the basic
structure: Rev. 21:1f. 2 Pet. 3:10-13. There is the modified structure with
its characteristic overlapping: Gal. 6:15; 2 Cor. 5:17.
C.
The doctrine of the law and the Christian Sabbath is governed
by this structure.
Old Creation
New Creation
----------------------------------------------------------------------->
1. Marriage
1. No Marriage (Luke 20:34-36)
2. Labor
2. No Labor (Rev. 14:13)
3. Weekly Sabbath
3. No Weekly Sabbath (Heb. 4:9)
1.
In the consummation the New Creation supersedes the
ordinances of the Old Creation.
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Earlier it was stated that God's law for man remains fundamentally the
same because it is basically the transcript of God's attributes as it impacts
the ethical conduct of men. Since God does not change; and human
nature does not basically change, we drew the conclusion that God's law
remains fundamentally the same in all ages of the world. This rule is not
broken by the above observations. Rather, these exceptions prove the
rule. God's law for man changes because man himself changes in the
consummate stage of the new creation (1 Cor. 15:45-49).
2.
The New Creation does not supersede the ordinances of
the Old Creation in its inaugural phase, i.e., in the present overlapping of
the ages.
Rather the old creation remains the regulating factor of human life. This is
illustrated in the case of marriage (Matt. 19:3-12). Note the reference in
context to the Law of Moses as secondary to creation, v. 8. Note further
the reference in this context to the exceptions resulting from the fall and
redemption (v. 12). The biblical doctrine of subordination of women to men
also illustrates this (1 Cor. 11:7-9; 1 Tim. 2:13). Note how Paul stresses
that the very details of the order of creation are significant. The ordinance
of labor also illustrates this (2 Thess. 3:10; Eph. 4:28; 1 Thess. 4:11, 12).
While there is no reference to creation, there may be allusion to the facts of
the account of Genesis 1-3 (1:28; 2:15f.; 3:17-19). At any rate it is clear
that the creation ordinance of labor remains in effect.
A number of practical observations flow out of an understanding of this
structure.
(1) This shows the importance of establishing that the Sabbath is a
creation ordinance. If it can be established that the Sabbath was instituted
at creation, then the case for the Christian Sabbath is won. For then the
clear teaching of Scripture is that creation ordinances continue to regulate
human life. Exegetically and historically the creation institution of the
Sabbath leads inexorably to the doctrine of the Christian Sabbath.
Creation ordinances are not abrogated in the inaugural phase of the New
Creation. One may believe in the Christian Sabbath if one denies its
creation origin (i.e. John Bunyan), but one must believe in the Christian
Sabbath if one holds to its creation origin.
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(2) The two-phase coming of the New Creation refutes a superficial
appeal to Col. 2:16, 17 in order to prove the abolition of the Sabbath. Antisabbatarians are fond of quoting this text:
16 Therefore let no one act as your judge in regard to food or drink or
in respect to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day-- 17 things
which are a mere shadow of what is to come; but the substance
belongs to Christ.
A more detailed explanation of this text will be given later, but a preliminary
response to the anti-sabbatarian appeal to it may be given here on the
basis of what we are now considering. That response is as follows: Yes,
the body is of Christ, but the fulfillment brought by Christ comes in two
stages. Especially if the Sabbath is a creation ordinance, this must be
considered before superficially appealing to the fulfillment brought by Christ
as proof that the weekly day of rest has been abolished. Even if we lay
aside the creation origin of the Sabbath, we must not jump to the
conclusion that during the inaugural stage of the kingdom all need for a day
of weekly rest has been superseded.
3.
The New Creation gives a new context and significance to
creation ordinances.
This is illustrated by the cases of marriage and labor.
Now after the coming of the new creation, marriage points to the union
between Christ and the Church (Eph. 5:22-31). Labor now also has added
significance (1 Thess. 4:12) and sanction (2 Thess. 3:6-15). Significantly,
in 2 Thessalonians the context is that labor was being neglected by
Christian zealots who thought the age to come was about to be
consummated (2:1-2).
What is true of marriage and labor is all the more true of the Sabbath. It
now in the new age commemorates a new creation and the resurrection of
Christ.
The fact that the New Creation gives a new context and significance to
creation ordinances provides a climate in which the change of the day upon
which the Sabbath is kept makes sense. Given the nature of the Sabbath
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as a creation ordinance and given the overlapping of the Old and New
Creations in the Christian era, the change from the 7th day institution to the
1st day institution is precisely what one would expect. The change to the
first day is the sign that the New Creation has come. The continuance of a
weekly Sabbath is the reminder that the Old Creation has not yet passed.
Thus, once the nature of the Sabbath ordinance and the overlapping of the
ages are understood, one can understand how the day can be changed,
while the Sabbath remains. The so-called problem of the change of the
day evaporates.
4.
The pertinence of these perspectives about the Old and
New Creations and the overlapping of the ages for the issue of Sabbath are
illustrated in its usefulness as a key to unlock Heb. 3:7-4:11.
This passage in Hebrews 3 and 4 has been the subject of varying
interpretations. While some of these interpretations were strongly
supportive of the Christian Sabbath, other interpretations actually used the
passage as a polemic against this doctrine. The crucial text is Heb. 4:9
which states that a Sabbath-rest (σαββατισµoς) remains for the people of
God. Several observations will help to open up the significance of this text
in its context for the doctrine of the Christian Sabbath.
(1)

This Sabbath-rest is identified with God's rest at creation (4:3, 4, 6).

(2)

This Sabbath-rest is yet future for the believer.

It is important here to note the imagery of Israel's wilderness sojourn used
in this context. The point of the wilderness imagery is precisely to indicate
the present situation of believers. They have been delivered from Egypt,
but they have not been yet brought to the promised land. There is the time
between the overlapping of the ages which requires diligence and
perseverance to gain the rest of Canaan. This means rest in this passage
is future. The statement of 4:11 makes perfect sense in this context. It is
clearly an admonition to persevere addressed to professing Christians. It is
clearly not an admonition to conversion addressed to the lost.
Thus, the real meaning of v. 3 is tied to the present tense of "enter". Here
we must see the present tense as durative. We "are entering" our rest, just
as Israel was entering their rest during their travel through the wilderness.
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Of course, the Christian's rest is viewed as a present reality in other
passages in the New Testament (Matt. 11:28f.), but that is not the
perspective here. Note again the overlapping of the ages in these two
perspectives about the Christian rest as both present and future.
R E S
T
---------------------------------->
---------------------------------->
/\
\/
L A B O R /\
\/
---------------------------------------(3) This Sabbath-rest is typified by the weekly Sabbath. Gaffin notes the
significant change of vocabulary in 4:9 from katapausis (3:11) to
Sabbatismos and remarks:12
While it may not be possible to determine fully what motives
prompted the introduction of this term, the effect of its employment is
plain. It identifies "my rest" as specifically Sabbath rest and so in the
most explicit fashion ties together this rest (in the sweeping scope
and all of the dimensions which we have seen it has in this passage)
to the institution of the Sabbath and its observance. More
particularly, in that it is this rest as entered by believers at the
consummation that is termed a Sabbath rest, Sabbath observance
would appear to be related to this eschatological Sabbath keeping as
an anticipatory sign. Although never stated by the writer, the clear
implication is that the recurring observance of Sabbaths has its
significance as a type of eschatological rest. And in that it is his
sustained and dominant emphasis that (except by way of fulfillmentconfirmed promise) this eschatological reality is still future for new
covenant believers, it follows that for him the observance of the type
is still in order and therefore binding upon them. Finally, in view of
the appeal to Genesis 2:2, it would appear to be specifically the
seventh day sign, the typology of the weekly Sabbath, which
continues in force.

12

Dr. Richard Gaffin, "The Sabbath in Hebrews," (So far as I know this is an
un-published paper.), p. 7.
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As Gaffin clearly implies, this structure suggests a problem for the enemies
of the continued observance of a weekly Sabbath. It confronts them with
the problem of the great gap. The passage clearly teaches that the eternal
eschatological Sabbath is anticipated by the weekly Sabbath. We may
diagram this as follows:
WEEKLY SABBATH -------------------------> ETERNAL SABBATH
Clearly, this eternal Sabbath is yet future for the believer. Yet the enemies
of the Christian Sabbath believe that the sign and type of the weekly
Sabbath is totally abolished in the New Covenant. Hence, they have the
problem of the gap which may be diagrammed as follows:
WEEKLY SABBATH ------->( ? ? ? ? ? ? ) ETERNAL SABBATH
This biblical structure and the problem it creates for anti-sabbatarians
suggest the necessity of the Christian Sabbath. It demands that the weekly
Sabbath continues in the present age in some form.
ETERNAL SABBATH REST
--------------------------------------------------->
/\
\/
/\
\/
Seventh Day ------------ /\ First Day ------ \/
------------------------------------------------------W E E K L Y
S A B B A T H
This suggests to us that which should compose the practical atmosphere of
our observance of the Lord's Day Sabbath. If the weekly Sabbath points
forward and upward to eternal Sabbath rest, that atmosphere should exhibit
glad anticipation of the world to come and the lifting of thoughts and activity
from this world.
V.

The Fundamental Distinction between Natural and Positive Laws

The Baptist Confession of 1689 (reflecting the Westminster Confession of
Faith) describes the Sabbath commandment as "a positive moral and
perpetual commandment". This is fascinating language because it asserts
that the Sabbath is on the one hand moral and perpetual, but on the other
25

hand positive. This is interesting because of the other context in which the
Confession uses the adjective, positive. In chapter 28, paragraph 1 the
character of baptism and the Lord's Supper is described in the words,
"ordinances of positive and sovereign institution."
What exactly is meant by the terms "positive and sovereign?" To
understand these terms, we must understand their opposites--those ideas
to which they stand in contrast. Webster's first definition of positive says,
"opposed to natural."13 What is natural law or the law of nature? Rom.
2:14, 15 teach that natural law is that which is law because of the nature of
God and the nature of man. It is that law which must exist because God is
who He is and man is what God has made him. Such a law must always
have existed and be unchangeable. A positive ordinance or law is
something in addition to the law of nature. It is something not demanded
by nature. Baptism and the Lord's Supper are not a part of the law of
nature. They did not exist in the Old Testament, but came into existence
with the New Covenant. David was not obliged to be baptized. Abraham
was not required to take the Lord's Supper. If they had been part of the law
of nature, they would always have existed. But they did not always exist.
Thus, they are positive laws.
All laws of God are positive, natural, or a combination of the two. The
Confession speaks of natural laws (1:6; 19:1, 2), positive laws, (28:1), and
laws of God which are a combination of natural and positive law (22:7).
The distinction between positive and natural law is simply the ethical
application of the distinction between general and special revelation. Just
as there are two forms of revelation, so also there are two basic sources for
or kinds of laws. There are natural laws which, while they may be republished in special revelation are given with general revelation and, thus,
natural. There are positive laws which cannot be known except via special
revelation.
All the ceremonial laws are positive in character. But the terminology,
natural and positive, is to be preferred to the terminology, moral and
13

Webster's New World Dictionary of the American Language, (Cleveland,
The World Publishing Company, 1968), p. 1140.
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ceremonial. This is so because the word, ceremonial, has loaded
connotations. Most people think of ceremonial law as something peculiar
to the Old Testament. In fact, however, baptism and the Lord's Supper
may be properly described as ceremonial laws. Thus, it is not beneficial to
describe the Sabbath commandment as a mixed commandment with a
ceremonial and a moral part. It is better to use the terminology of the
Confession which speaks of it as positive and moral. This terminology
avoids the implication that the weekly Sabbath has even partially been
abolished. It also avoids the implication that the Lord's Day Sabbath is
exclusively natural in character.
Reflection on the Sabbath institution helpfully clarifies its character as both
positive and moral. What aspects of the Sabbath ordinance are a part of
natural law? Four aspects of this ordinance quickly suggest themselves:
that God must be worshipped, that God must be worshipped corporately,
that such worship will require some time, that God should appoint such
time.
What aspects of the Sabbath ordinance are positive? Two such aspects
may be mentioned: that the exact proportion should be one day in seven
and that the exact day should be the seventh from creation to Christ and
the first from Christ to the end of the world. It is obvious that these aspects
of the Sabbath are positive because they are rooted in the fact God created
the world in six days and rested the seventh. God did not need to create
the world in six days. This way of creating the world was not inherent in the
character of God, but was the result of a sovereign decision on his part.
This fundamental distinction is crucial in responding to many objections
raised against the doctrine of the Christian Sabbath. It is often objected
that if the Sabbath was a moral, perpetual law it could not be altered.
Since it is altered, it cannot be moral. The reply to this is simply that the
Sabbath law is both positive and natural. If the Sabbath were completely
natural law the objection would be valid. Since, however, the Sabbath is
partly positive, its form may be altered while its essence remains the same.
This distinction also resolves the objection that Sabbath-breaking is not a
sin for which the Gentiles are indicted in Scripture. There is no need to
deny the premise of this objection and argue that Gentiles were required to
keep the Sabbath in Israel. While this is true and relevant to the case for
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the Sabbath, Gentiles without special revelation are not arraigned for failing
to keep the Sabbath. The simple reason is that--being without special
revelation--they do not have sufficient revelation to observe the Sabbath
institution. The mandated observance of both the seventh day in the Old
Testament and the first day in the New was revealed by special revelation
and, therefore, restricted in its proper observance to the chosen people of
God. James 4:17, therefore, reveals the reason why the Bible does not
indict Gentiles for failing to keep the Sabbath. "Therefore, to one who
knows the right thing to do, and does not do it, to him it is sin."
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Section 2: Its Proofs
I.

Its Institution at Creation

In endeavoring to lay out this critical area of inquiry we will look at four
major sub-headings:
A.
B.
C.
D.

The Conclusive Evidence for Its Institution at Creation
The Supposed Evidence against Its Institution at Creation
The Instructive Implications of Its Institution at Creation
The Necessary Conclusions from Its Institution at Creation

A.

The Conclusive Evidence for Its Institution at Creation

There are four biblical texts which lend support to the thesis that the weekly
Sabbath was instituted at creation. The first is, of course, Gen. 2:1-3 itself.
The others are Exod. 20:8-11, Mark 2:27, 28; and Heb. 4:1-11. We will
examine these texts one at a time.
1.

Genesis 2:1-3

The text reads in the NASB, “Thus the heavens and earth were completed,
and all their hosts. And 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 He had done."
The relevance of this text for the subject of the Sabbath is made explicit by
the statement in verse 2 that God "rested" in which word the verbal form
meaning `to sabbath' is used. One natural interpretation of verse 3
(indeed, we think the most natural interpretation of that verse) is that God
then appointed His day of rest as a day of rest for mankind. Whether we
see God's resting on the seventh day as itself the act by which the day was
blessed and sanctified, or whether we see the acts of blessing and
sanctifying the seventh day as acts in addition to His resting, God's
example is seen as normative for the creature made in His image (Gen.
1:26, 27).
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Furthermore, it is natural to see God's actions of resting, sanctifying, and
blessing as terminating in their didactic focus upon mankind. The whole
passage has an anthropocentric focus. God did not need to create the
world in seven days. God did not need to rest. God had no need for his
own sake to bless and set apart as holy the seventh day of the creation
week. These apparently obvious facts certainly are responsible for the
natural and prima facie impact of the passage to the effect that we have
here a divine example of working six days and resting the seventh which
was to be normative for mankind. In other words, the passage clearly
suggests by way of initial impression that resting on the seventh day of
each repeated seven-day cycle was to structure human life from the period
of creation onward.
This passage must be examined in greater detail below. The purpose of
the present reference is simply to underscore the fact that it creates very
forcefully the impression that the weekly Sabbath was instituted at creation.
This impression, however, has not gone unchallenged by antisabbatarians. Their polemic has frequently consisted of two thoughts.
First, they have noted that there is no explicit command for Sabbath
observance in the passage. Dressler remarks, “Genesis 2 does not speak
about a religious, cultic feast day or any institution at all. There is no direct
command that the seventh day should be kept in any way."14 Second, they
have argued that the reference to the blessing and sanctifying of the day
has a proleptic character. Dressler again remarks, “God separates the
seventh day; we interpret this in terms of an eschatological, proleptic sign
indicating some future rest."15 The term, proleptic, means anticipatory.
Dressler's idea is apparently that the seventh day is somehow set apart for
some kind of future significance or importance.
Any number of responses occurs to these claims. The claim that there is
here no institution of any kind seems rather tenuous when the use of both
the terms, sanctify and bless, in the Old Testament make them most
appropriate Hebrew words for designating an institution of some kind (Gen.
14
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8, number 1 (First Quarter, 1979), "Is Sunday the Christian Sabbath?", p. 6.
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1:28; Exod. 13:1). Further, we must ask the question, does the ordinary
reader of Scripture really expect God to appoint a cultic feast or provide
detailed “Sabbath” law in the confines of the Garden of Eden, when God's
own presence would guide them in the observance of every recurring
seventh day?
The crux, however, of Dressler's argument and that of anti-sabbatarians in
general is that no equation between the seventh day of Gen. 2:3 and the
weekly Sabbath is permissible. He says, “Genesis 2 does not mention the
word "Sabbath." It speaks about the "seventh day." Unless the reader
equates "seventh day" and "Sabbath," there is no reference to the Sabbath
here."16 This is an amazing assertion. Surely, it is something very close to
special pleading when Dressler asserts that the term, “Sabbath”, is not
used in the text when its verbal form is used in v. 2. But of even more
interest is the admission that the relation of the "seventh day" and "the
Sabbath day" is critical and pivotal to the interpretation of the passage. It is
just such an equation which is asserted in the next passage of Scripture.
2.

Exodus 20:8-11

We will endeavor to establish the assertion just made by noticing the proof
of the reference and the significance of the reference to Gen. 2:1-3.
a.

The Proof of the Reference to Gen. 2:1-3

There are three related considerations which prove that the entirety of v. 11
refers to Gen. 2:1-3. (1) The explicit reference of v. 11a to creation and
specifically Gen. 2:1, 2 proves this. (2) The clear reference of the four
Hebrew perfects (made, rested, blessed, sanctified) to creation make this
clear. (3) The clear reference to and even quotation of Gen. 2:3a in v. 11b
conclusively establish this.
Now it may be asked, Could not the terms “blessed” and “sanctified” refer
to certain later activities of God which did not occur at creation? Could they
refer to the event of Sinai? Do they mean that God blessed and sanctified
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ibid., p. 28.
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the Sabbath at Sinai? No, clearly the perfect tense shows that they
describe events which were already in the past at Sinai.
It might also be asked, Could they refer to the events of Exod. 16? Again
the answer must be no. (1) There is no record of the Sabbath being
divinely blessed and set apart in Exod. 16. That is to say, Exod. 16 never
says that then and there God blessed and sanctified the Sabbath. (2) The
first two Hebrew perfects in Exod. 20:11 both refer to events recorded in
Gen. 2:1-3. By what right do we then take the two following perfects and
refer them to a totally different occasion? To refer them to Exod. 16 defies
the immediate context. (3) Verse 11b clearly alludes to the statement of
Gen. 2:3a. It is almost a quotation. The words for bless and sanctify are
precisely the words used there (Barak, Qadosh). The unavoidable
conclusion is that v. 11b is teaching that God blessed and sanctified the
Sabbath day at creation.
b.

The Significance of the Reference to Gen. 2:1-3

All of this confirms the interpretation given of Gen. 2:1-3 suggested above
in several ways. (1) It confirms the relevance of the divine example.
Some might want to doubt the idea that we should follow the divine
example given in the creation week. Exod. 20:8-11 explicitly teaches that
the divine example must be followed in this case. (2) It confirms the
inadequacy of the `proleptic' view. This view, as we have seen, teaches
that the events of Gen. 2:3a were recorded proleptically, in anticipation of
what God would later do in the Exodus period. God, in other words, later
blessed and sanctified the 7th day, because at creation he had rested on
the 7th day. Exod. 20:11 clearly teaches that the 7th day was blessed and
sanctified at creation. (3) It confirms the meaning of the seventh day.
Dressler made clear that the identity of seventh day in Gen. 2:3 is pivotal.
Clearly, Exod. 20:11 understands it to be a reference to every recurring 7th
day modeled after God's original seventh day. Exod. 20:11b is practically a
quotation of Gen. 2:3a with only two, minor changes. Lord, Jehovah, is
substituted for God; and Sabbath is inserted in the place of seventh day.
Let it be carefully noted. In Exod. 20:11's paraphrase of Gen. 2:3 Sabbath
is substituted for 7th day. But what, it must be asked, is the meaning of
Sabbath in Exod. 20:11? Clearly, it is to every recurring seventh day, as
the weekly Sabbath. Thus Jehovah Himself tells us the meaning of
seventh day in Gen. 2:3 and makes explicit that the weekly Sabbath was,
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indeed, instituted at creation. Beckwith and Stott see this crucial point and
state it admirably. Quoting Exodus 20:8-11, they remark:
The seventh day, then, was `blessed' and `sanctified' to be a day of
rest: indeed, by a significant variation of language we are told that it
was not the seventh day but the `sabbath' day ... which God blessed
and sanctified at the creation. So what Gen. 2:2f. implies, when read
in the light of this commentary supplied by Exodus, is that at the
creation God commanded man to imitate his Maker by `doing work'
for six days and `resting' on the seventh. Since man had been `made
in the image of God' (Gen. 1:26f.), imitation of his Maker was no
inappropriate vocation.17
Read in light of its Old Testament background a third passage is
remarkably confirmatory and suggestive of the institution of the weekly
Sabbath at creation.
3.

Mark 2:27, 28
a.

The Proof of the Reference to Creation

It is to be noted that Jesus is engaged in an ethical dialogue with the
Pharisees in this context. He is reasoning with His hearers on the basis of
Scripture. He expects them to know what He is saying from the Old
Testament. This demands that we inquire into the Old Testament backdrop
of Jesus' words in this passage. In this way we shall see confirmed that
Mark 2:27 is a commentary on Gen. 2:1-3. There are five indications of this
reference in the passage which together constrain us to see such a
reference.
There is, first, the reference to the making of the Sabbath. Mark 2:27 refers
explicitly to the making of the Sabbath and implicitly to the making of the
man. The Sabbath was made for man; man was not made for the Sabbath.
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The verb used here in Mark 2:27 for both the making of the Sabbath and
the making of the man is γιvoµαι. It is used in John 1:1-3 of creation and,
fascinatingly, in the LXX of Gen. 2:7 it is used to describe the "making of
the man." Nowhere else do we read of the "making of the Sabbath", but
such terminology clearly refers to the origin of the Sabbath. The contextual
allusion to the making of the man (Gen. 2:7) surely makes a reference to
creation attractive. Even besides the suggestive way in which such
terminology alludes to creation, it is clear that the Sabbath originated when
it was first blessed and sanctified. Exod. 20:11, however, makes clear that
the Sabbath was blessed and sanctified--made--on the seventh day of
creation. Thus, both in the reference to the making of the Sabbath and the
making of man, there is a clear reference to creation.
There is, second, the reference to the benefit of the Sabbath. The whole
thrust of Mark 2:27 is that the Sabbath was made for man, that is, for his
good, his benefit, his blessing. How did Jesus know this? Why did He
expect His hearers to believe it? Is it merely a general deduction from the
goodness of God? Hardly!
As we shall see, the meaning of "the blessing" in the early chapters of
Genesis is that God makes something an effectual channel of good,
blessing, and benefit. Hence, the blessing of the seventh day speaks of its
being made for the benefit and good of mankind. The whole of Mark 2:27
is, thus, grounded in the blessing of the seventh day recorded in Gen. 2:3.
There is, third, the reference to the recipient of the Sabbath. English
translations say, "The Sabbath was made for man." Understood in this way
Mark 2:27 is saying only that the Sabbath was made for generic humanity.
Note Matt. 4:4; John 2:25; Eccl. 1:3; 3:19 for the use of ho anthropos in this
way. This certainly does not support the view that sees the Sabbath as
given exclusively to the Jews. It must, however, be pointed out that
another interpretation is very probable which even more emphatically
makes clear the creation origin of the Sabbath. Literally read, the original
says "the Sabbath was made for the man, not the man for the Sabbath".
The article is present. "The man" is the characteristic designation of Adam
in the creation account. These precise words ho anthropos occur
repeatedly with reference to Adam there (Gen. 1:27; 2:7, 8, 15, 18, in the
LXX). Given the cumulative evidence for a reference to creation already
notice, it seems clear that Christ was saying that the Sabbath was made for
Adam, not vice versa.
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There is, fourth, the reference to the purpose of the Sabbath. Jesus says
that the Sabbath was made for the man, not the man for the Sabbath. The
question must be asked, how does Jesus know this? Why does He expect
His listeners to recognize this? The answer comes in recognizing the
parallel reasoning of Paul in a similar connection (1 Tim. 2:12, 13; 1 Cor.
11:8, 9). Paul argues the supremacy of man over woman by showing that
the man has precedence in the order of creation. In precisely the same
way Jesus argues the supremacy of man over Sabbath by showing that
man has precedence over Sabbath in creation. Man was created, in other
words, on the sixth day. The Sabbath was instituted on the seventh day.
The reference to creation is patent.
There is, fifth, the reference to the Lord of the Sabbath. Verse 28 cannot
be saying that the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath to destroy and
abrogate that which was made for man's benefit. This would not be
consistent with the gracious nature of His kingdom.
This may be illustrated by means of the apocalyptic symbolism of Daniel 7.
There the Gentile kingdoms that are swept away by the messianic kingdom
are likened to beasts. They are like beasts in their dreadful, savage, and
violent character. Such kingdoms are often terribly harmful to the interests
of the men subjected to them. In contrast to this symbolism the messianic
kingdom is symbolized by the appearance of one like unto a son of man.
This epitomizes its humane and beneficial character. John Murray
comments:
What the Lord is affirming is that the Sabbath has its place within the
sphere of his messianic lordship and that he exercises lordship over
the Sabbath because the Sabbath was made for man. Since he is
Lord of the Sabbath it is his to guard it against those distortions and
perversions with which Pharisaism had surrounded it and by which
it’s truly beneficent purpose has been defeated. But he is also its
Lord to guard and vindicate its permanent place within that messianic
lordship which he exercises over all things--he is Lord of the Sabbath,
too. And he is Lord of it, not for the purpose of depriving men of that
inestimable benefit which the Sabbath bestows, but for the purpose of
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bringing to the fullest realization on behalf of men that beneficent
design for which the Sabbath was instituted.18
The main point to be noted here is that the Lordship of the Son of Man is
universal. Repeatedly the term Son of Man is associated with universality
in the Old Testament (Psalm 8; Dan. 7:13, 14). The point is just this. The
universality of the Lordship of the Son of Man points to its origin at creation
and undercuts a supposed origin with the Jews in Exod. 16.
The cumulative force of these five clear indications proves that Jesus is
referring to the creation account of the Sabbath. This being the case, what
do we learn about his interpretation--the only proper interpretation of Gen.
2:1-3? Many things...
b.

The Significance of the Reference to Gen. 2:1-3

By means of this understanding of Mark 2:27, 28 the seventh day of
creation is clearly seen to be the Sabbath. Jesus means by the Sabbath
every recurring seventh day of the week which is to be kept holy to God.
Thus Jesus clearly teaches that the duty to keep the Sabbath originated at
creation.
Furthermore, it is frequently objected that in order that he might keep the
Sabbath, Adam must have known of its institution. It is, then, asserted, that
one cannot prove that Adam knew about the Sabbath from the creation
account. The implication of Exod. 20:11 which teaches that the Sabbath
was blessed and sanctified at creation is certainly that Adam would have
been informed of God's actions in blessing and sanctifying the seventh day.
Mark 2:27, however, specifically says that the Sabbath--when made at
creation--was made for the man. This demands that we assume Adam
would be informed of the institution of the Sabbath. Only by his knowledge
of and conformity to such institution could it be for his benefit.
4.

Hebrews 4:1-11
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John Murray, Collected Writings, vol. I, (Banner of Truth Trust, Edinburgh,
1976), p. 208.
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There is no need for comment to prove the reference to Gen. 2:1-3. Gen.
2:2 is quoted in v. 4. Two points are relevant with regard to this citation of
Gen. 2:2.
a.
Heb. 4 identifies God's creation rest with the eternal
eschatological rest. Canaan rest is symbolically related to both (v. 3-5, 9,
10).
Creation Rest
/\
/ \
/ \
/
\
/
\
/
\
Canaan Rest Typical of >> Consummate Rest
b.
The weekly Sabbath is, therefore, seen as typical of
the great eschatological rest. Note v. 9. The eternal rest is called a
Sabbath-keeping. Thus, the weekly Sabbath is symbolic of that final,
eternal rest.
There is no need, therefore to deny that the weekly Sabbath instituted at
creation had a typical significance. It might be supposed that an
interpretation of the creation account which sees there the origin of the
weekly Sabbath would exclude an understanding of the typical and
eschatological significance of the Sabbath of God on the seventh day of
creation. This supposition is false. The weekly Sabbath instituted at
creation was itself typical. It pointed forward to the consummation of
history when Adam would have entered a higher condition and would have
entered into God's rest had he successfully completed His probation in the
Garden of Eden.19 The six days of labor symbolized the labor of history
and the 7th day the rest to be entered at the end of history when the
creation mandates of God had been successfully completed.
B.

The Supposed Evidence against Its Institution at Creation

19
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Now that the solid evidence for the creation origin of the weekly Sabbath
has been set forth, we are in a position to rightly estimate the supposed
evidence against the institution of the weekly Sabbath at creation. Two
arguments have been brought forward by anti-sabbatarians.
1.

The Argument from Silence

The argument of those who deny that the Sabbath was instituted at
creation runs as follows. There is no mention or record of the observance
of a weekly Sabbath before Exodus 16. Therefore, the Sabbath was not
instituted at creation.
a.
This kind of argument from silence is without
significance. (1) The failure to mention the observance of a law does not
prove that it was not observed. It only proves that the writer saw no need
to mention it. The observance of the Sabbath is not mentioned between
Deuteronomy and 2 Kings. Does this prove it had not been previously
instituted or was not being observed?20 (2) Even if the silence proved that
for much or most of the time between Genesis 2 and Exodus 16 the
Sabbath was not being observed, this would not necessitate the idea that it
was not instituted at creation. It would only prove that such observance
had lapsed through human sin. The remark of Nehemiah is noteworthy,
“And the entire assembly of those who had returned from the captivity
made booths and lived in them. The sons of Israel had indeed not done so
from the days of Joshua the son of Nun to that day" (Neh. 8:17).
b.
The Bible is really not so silent. Beckwith and Stott
note, “The existence of the 7 day week is reflected right through the book of
Genesis and the early chapters of Exodus. Periods of 7 days....or 8
days....are referred to repeatedly (Gen. 7:4, 10; 8:10, 12; 17:12; 21:4;
31:23; 50:10; Exod. 7:25; 12:15-19; 13:6f.) ... and in Gen 29:27f. technical
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reference seems to be made to a `week'".21 We are so used to the division
of time into sevens and the symbolism of seven that we easily miss the
significance of these repeated references to periods of seven days. If the
division of time into weeks was customary during this period, this carries
along with it the idea that both the week and the Sabbath which ended it
were observed between Gen. 2 and Exod. 16. Certainly to urge the socalled silence of Scripture against its creation institution is to ignore the
evidence.
c.
Secular history is not so silent. Some people think
that if the Sabbath was instituted at creation as a moral law that we should
expect all men to be observing it after the fall. They argue, “If it was a
moral law, would not the nations observe it?” This reasoning may be
tested by applying it to monogamy. This argument would imply that if
monogamy were a moral law, all nations would observe it. But what do we
find? Not even the covenant people consistently observed it (Jacob,
Abraham). Does this prove that monogamy was not instituted at creation
as a moral law? No, (Matt. 19:5) it only proves that men are terribly
depraved. It is even so with the Sabbath.
Nonetheless, it must be noted that there are vestiges of Sabbath-keeping
among the Gentile nations before Moses. While these vestiges do not from
themselves establish a pre-Mosaic Sabbath, they are certainly most
consistent with such a backdrop and difficult to explain apart from it.
Beckwith and Stott remark:
As Willy Rordorf shows, those who have tried to find the source from
which Israel derived its seven-day week and Sabbath in Babylonian
or other non-Jewish cultures have failed. Yet the evidence to which
these writers have appealed could well be the last relics of an earlier
Sabbath-institution, even if they are not sufficiently similar to deserve
to be regarded as the formative origins of a later one. The
`Pentecontad Calendar', which Lidegard and Julius Lewy (followed by
Julius Morgenstern) claim to have traced among the Semitic peoples
of Assyria, Babylon, Syria, and Palestine from the end of the third
millennium BC onwards, was an annual calendar to some extent
based on periods of seven or eight days (Lewy, ` Origin', pp. 1-152);
21
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and it seems certain from the evidence quoted by Rordorf that the
Babylonians divided the month into four parts, particularly
distinguishing the seventh, fourteenth, twenty-first, and twenty-eighth
days, and called the full moon (round about the fourteenth day
sappattu.22
The argument from silence seems to be derived not so much from the real
silence of Scripture and history, but from the deafness of the antisabbatarian ear.
2.
of the Exodus.

The Argument from the Origin of the Sabbath at the time

It is frequently urged that the Bible places the origin of the weekly Sabbath
at the time of the Exodus. Three passages are commonly urged in favor of
this thesis: Exodus 16, Nehemiah 9, and Ezekiel 20. We will examine
them one at a time.
a.

Exodus 16:4-7, 22-30

As is well-known, this is a hotly disputed passage. Some advocates of the
Christian Sabbath believe that it proves that the Sabbath was instituted at
creation. Some adversaries of the Christian Sabbath are equally certain
that it proves that the Sabbath had not been instituted previously. This
situation ought to make us cautious about being too dogmatic with
reference to the proper meaning of this passage on the doctrine of the
Christian Sabbath. What is it about this passage that makes some people
think that the Sabbath was not instituted previously? It appears to indicate
that the people were unfamiliar with the Sabbath, that it was a new and
surprising thing to them. This apparent implication is found in the action of
the leaders in v. 22; the explanation of Moses in vv. 23, 25, 26; and the
disobedience of the people in v. 27.
Two remarks may be made about this seeming implication. First, none of
these things prove that the Sabbath was totally new to the Israelites. The
action of the leaders does not prove it. The verse does not say that they
were surprised. They may simply be reporting to Moses that what he said
22
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had happened. Note in vv. 4-7 that Moses had not referred to the seventh
day at all. They may simply have desired further instructions. The
explanation of Moses does not prove it. Some may argue, of course, “If it
was instituted previously, they would not have needed this explanation."
This assertion ignores the darkness and low spiritual condition which
characterized Israel at the time of the Exodus. Circumcision was also
explained and reiterated (Leviticus 12 and Exod. 4:24-26). The
disobedience of the people does not prove it. "But how could the people
have disobeyed if the Sabbath was previously instituted?" Ask Aaron and
the people how they could make the golden calf if God had previously
forbidden idols!
Second, if the passage does indicate not total ignorance of the Sabbath,
but only some ignorance of its proper observance, then this lack of
familiarity is to be explained as a result of the darkness and oppression of
the Egyptian captivity. Beckwith and Stott say, “Exod. 16 may indeed be
the revival of the Sabbath as something relatively new, after its inevitable
disuse during the Egyptian bondage." 23
Let me illustrate this by supposing that I was running a recreational softball
league in one of the city parks during the summer. If I said to the youth,
“You may play one game per day and twice on Saturdays, but never on
Sundays," how many of our modern American pagans would approach me
and want to know why? Some might be totally ignorant of Lord's Day
observance. Others who might know something of the Lord's Day would
still not realize that proper observance would involve abstaining from
softball. This would not prove that the Lord's Day had not been previously
instituted. Their questions and ignorance would prove nothing.
b.

Nehemiah 9:14

In Nehemiah 9:14 it is said of God that at Mount Sinai, “Thou didst make
known to them Thy holy Sabbath." Before hasty conclusions are drawn
from this assertion, the similar statement of Ezek. 20:9 should be
examined. There Ezekiel remarks, “... I made myself known to them by
bringing them out of the land of Egypt." Here the same verb is used. Does
it imply that the Israelites had no knowledge of God before? Of course not!
23
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Why then must it imply in Neh. 9:14 that Israel had no knowledge of the
Sabbath before? It only implies in both cases that God and the Sabbath
were revealed in a new way at the time of the Exodus. It does not imply
that either was made known for the first time at the Exodus. As a matter of
fact, Anti-sabbatarians themselves believe that the Sabbath was made
known prior to Sinai in Exodus 16.
c.

Ezekiel 20:12

Here Jehovah asserts, “And also I gave them My Sabbaths to be a sign
between Me and them ..." On this basis anti-sabbatarians have said, "See
here that it was only at the Exodus that God gave the Sabbath! John 7:22
is relevant here, “On this account Moses has given you circumcision (not
because it is from Moses, but from the fathers) ...” The New Testament can
say that Moses gave circumcision without meaning to deny that it
originated earlier.
In Ezek. 20:12, 20 Ezekiel is merely teaching that the Sabbath was given to
Israel at the Exodus for the first time as a covenant sign. Before the period
of the Exodus, the Sabbath had not been a sign of God's covenant with
Israel. It now was given as such (Exod. 31:12f.). This, then, is the
probable meaning of Neh. 9:14. At the Exodus the Sabbath was made
known in its new significance as a covenant sign.
C.

The Instructive Implications of Its Institution at Creation

We are now prepared to look in a more detailed way at the institution of the
weekly Sabbath at creation. Since the biblical evidence assures us that we
are to find here the origin of the weekly Sabbath, we may now with
confidence examine the instructive implications of its creation institution.
The text reads in the NASB, “Thus the heavens and earth were completed,
and all their hosts. And 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 He had done." We must notice first...
1.

The Assumption of the Passage

The assumption of this passage is clearly that a divine example is relevant
for and regulative of human conduct. Plainly, it is on the basis of God's
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resting (keeping Sabbath) on the seventh day that the day is blessed and
sanctified as a Sabbath for mankind. Why, however, is man obliged to
imitate God's example? This important question may be answered first by
saying that man is described in his distinguishing identity as God's image in
the very account which records God's institution of the Sabbath (Gen. 1:26,
27). As God's image Adam is God's Son (Gen. 5:1-3; Luke 3:23, 38).
Furthermore, man continues in some sense to be God's image even after
the fall (Gen. 9:6; 1 Cor. 11:7; James 3:9). Thus, he continues to be
obliged to imitate the divine example in appropriate ways.
A second response to the question just raised is that man's distinguishing
identity as God's image-bearing son determines his ethical obligations.
Greg Nichols aptly remarks:
The son is obligated to imitate and obey his Father. Adam's
obedience to His Father's will came to its pinnacle in the
commandment of Gen. 2:16, 17. But the obligation of an imagebearer is deeper. He is accurately to reflect his Father. He is not to
misrepresent Him. What his Father loves, sanctions, and highly
regards he is to love, sanction, and highly regard. This likeness of
heart forms the bedrock of moral obligation. Man is to reverence
what God reverences. This involves the sanctity of God's constituted
authority, human life, marriage-commitment, private property, truth,
and the inner life. These basic sanctions reverenced by God were
given concrete and specific application to Israel in the Ten
Commandments. Failure to reverence what God reverences is sin.
Our sin is therefore both slanderous misrepresentations of God and
arrogant rebellion against Him at the same time. We not only fail to
picture God as He really is but we also fail to do what God
commands. Thus, proper image-bearing and obedience to moral law
coincide.24
Such obligatory imitation finds illustration in a father saying to his son,
"Here's how I mow the lawn." It is also illustrated in the statement, “I am
setting aside Monday as a special night." In such statements there are no
explicit commands, yet the Father's mere example amounts to the same
24
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thing (Matt. 5:43-48; Luke 6:35, 36; Eph. 4:32-5:1; 5:22-33; 1 Pet. 1:14-16;
2:9; Lev. 11:44, 45; 19:2; 20:7).
The point of all this for our present study is that divine example especially
with reference to the seven day cycle of the creation week is relevant for
and regulative of human conduct. Why else did God create in the context
of seven day week? He seems to have so created precisely to give
mankind an example to imitate for the regulation of their time. The
statement of v. 3 implies the relevance of God's example. God's resting on
the seventh day entails or results in its being blessed and sanctified for
human observance. As we have seen, Exod. 20:7-11 explicitly teaches
this. This biblical data illustrates the scriptural bankruptcy of antisabbatarians who find humorous the idea that God's example is
authoritative for mankind.25 Note our high calling in ethical matters. Our
duty is nothing less than to image God.
A further useful implication of the preceding is this. Anti-sabbatarians have
frequently argued that we have no explicit command to observe the Lord's
Day. If, however, the Creation Sabbath is instituted by divine example,
then we do not need to find an explicit precept to ground the institution of
the Lord's Day. Divine example in inaugurating the New Creation is
sufficient. We do have the equivalent of Gen. 2:1-3 in the New
Testament's teaching that the New Creation was brought to birth on the
first day of the week.
2. The Assertions of the Statement
a.

An Overview of the Assertions

Greg Nichols has ably summarized the assertions contained in these
verses by means of the following outline:
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Verse 1: The circumstance which forms the occasion for the
Sabbath institution: finished creation.
Verse 2: The divine example which forms the basis for the Sabbath
institution: completed work and rest.
Verse 3: The divine activities which form the essence of the
Sabbath institution:
--Their identity, v. 3a
--Their rationale, v. 3b
b.

An Analysis of the Assertions

Four issues within these assertions call for further analysis.
The first is the meaning of God's rest. John Murray's three expository
statements properly epitomize the meaning of God's rest in this place.26 He
notes that God's rest is not one of inactivity, that God's rest is cessation
from one kind of activity, the work of creation, and that God's rest is the rest
of delight in the work of creation accomplished.
The second issue concerns the meaning of the seventh day. Many
commentators (both friends and enemies of the Christian Sabbath) have
thought that the 7th day of the creation week was an unending day.27 It is
true that the divine rest commenced on the 7th day is unending. Hebrews
appears to put this beyond doubt. This does not, however, mean that the
seventh day itself is unending. If the other six days were literal days with
evenings and mornings, there is every reason to think, indeed the greatest
constraint to believe, that the seventh day is a literal day. Exodus 20:11
where the seventh day is described as the Sabbath appears to put beyond
doubt that it was a literal day.
It may, of course, be asked, “Why is the formula of evening and morning
omitted?” I do not know for sure. I suspect nobody else knows for certain
either. It may perhaps be that it is omitted because the activity begun by
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John Murray, Principles of Conduct, (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1956), pp.
30, 31.
27

Morey, loc. cit., p. 6; John Murray, Principles of Conduct, p. 30.
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God on the seventh day was unending, but certainly not because the
seventh day was unending.
The implication of all this is as follows. The seventh day of these verses is
the seventh day of God's creation week. Because this week is the
archetype, the original, of every week of history that follows, its seventh day
is the archetype, the original, for every seventh day that follows. Thus, in
sanctifying and blessing the original and archetypal seventh day God
sanctified every recurring seventh day of creation.
The third issue concerns the meaning of God's blessing the 7th day. The
thought may be alien to us. What can it mean to bless a day? Five times,
however, in the early chapters of Genesis we read of God's blessing
someone or something (Gen. 1:22, 28; 5:2; 9:1). God's blessing in these
passages undoubtedly expresses the Creator's good will, favor, and delight
in His creatures.
There is, however, much more than this. God's blessing is effectual. It
powerfully makes that which is blessed a source of good.28 Thus God in
blessing the seventh day made it a source of blessing--of good--not
(obviously) for Himself--but for men. Thus, in Mark 2:27 we read that the
Sabbath was made (blessed) for man. The question should be pressed,
how is the seventh day a source of blessing to men if the reference is not to
the Sabbath day? Only the recurring seventh day Sabbath satisfies the
thought contained in the divine blessing of the seventh day.
The fourth issue concerns the meaning of the sanctifying of the seventh
day. Something that is sanctified is set apart for a sacred, a special
religious, use. Thus it is set apart for God (Exod. 19:23; 29:1; 28:3, 41).
The question may be properly asked, “What possible meaning does this
have if the reference is not to every recurring seventh day?” On the other
hand, it is perfectly evident what is meant if every recurring seventh day is
set apart for sacred use.
D.

The Necessary Conclusions from Its Institution at Creation

28

Note Calvin's comments on Gen. 1:22.
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Three conclusions may be drawn from the above exposition of the
institution of the weekly Sabbath at creation.
1.
its perpetuity.

The institution of the weekly Sabbath at creation demands

What has its beginning at creation is for the New Testament ethically
normative. Note Matthew 19:4-8.
4 And He answered and said, "Have you not read, that He who
created them from the beginning MADE THEM MALE AND
FEMALE, 5 and said, 'FOR THIS CAUSE A MAN SHALL LEAVE HIS
FATHER AND MOTHER, AND SHALL CLEAVE TO HIS WIFE; AND
THE TWO SHALL BECOME ONE FLESH'? 6 "Consequently they are
no longer two, but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together,
let no man separate." 7 They *said to Him, "Why then did Moses
command to GIVE HER A CERTIFICATE OF DIVORCE AND SEND
her AWAY?" 8 He *said to them, "Because of your hardness of heart,
Moses permitted you to divorce your wives; but from the beginning it
has not been this way.
Jesus here assumes in his argument that the structure instituted by God for
human life at creation remains abidingly valid. Just as He refuted the
perversion of divorce, by saying "from the beginning it has not been this
way," so we may refute those who say that the Church now has no
Sabbath by saying "from the beginning it has not been this way." Note also
1 Cor. 11:7-12 and 1 Tim. 2:13. As Paul silences the feminists of his day
by an appeal to creation, so we may silence the enemies of the weekly
Sabbath by the precise, same appeal. If creation ordinances do not remain
normative for human life, then Jesus and Paul could not have argued as
they did.
2.
The institution of the weekly Sabbath at creation by divine
example silences one of the main arguments of those who deny the
Christian Sabbath.
Many argue that, since there is no explicit precept to keep the Lord's Day
holy in the New Testament, it cannot be our duty to keep it holy. To such
argumentation we reply as follows. We deny that an explicit precept is
necessary to ground the Christian Sabbath. If God can institute the
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creation Sabbath by His own example without an explicit precept, why can
He not institute the Christian Sabbath by His example without an explicit
precept? Who are we to tell God how He must reveal our moral duty? It
simply is not true that we must have explicit precepts to ground duty.
Where is monogamy taught in Gen. 2 by explicit command? But Jesus
regarded it as taught there by the divine example. Where is the
subordination of women to men taught in Gen. 2 by explicit command? But
Paul regarded that duty as taught there.
3.
The original typological significance of the creation
Sabbath permits and prophesies the change to a first day rest with the
coming of Christ. The original goal of the human race was to enter God's
rest at the consummation of history. This original goal was forfeited by
Adam in the fall. Christ by the work of redemption restores and redeems
creation. He brings creation to its original goal. Thus also he brings man
again to enter God's rest. This work of redemption has been finished on
the cross, though it awaits consummation at the end of the age. Thus it is
most appropriate that the seventh day of Creation Sabbath has become the
first day of the Christian Sabbath. For the long promised rest has been
inaugurated in Christ. Therefore the weekly rest has been altered. It no
longer ends our week, but rather begins it. Our labor is no longer to attain
rest. Our labor proceeds on the basis of the rest already attained in Christ.
II.

Its Promulgation by Moses

The second major proof for the doctrine of the Christian Sabbath is
embedded in the promulgation of the Sabbath by Moses in the Old
Covenant. There is a wealth of relevant data with regard to Sabbath law in
the Old Covenant. This data is germane to the doctrine of the Christian
Sabbath in at least two respects. In order to bring these two lines of
thought into clear relief, we will examine:
A.
B.

The Mosaic Sabbath as Moral Law
The Mosaic Sabbath as Covenant Sign

A.

The Mosaic Sabbath as Moral Law

The first way the Mosaic Sabbath must be viewed is as moral law. The
thesis of this section may be simply stated, the Mosaic Sabbath is a moral
law.
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1.

The Explanation of the Assertion: The Great Debate

By speaking of the Mosaic Sabbath, I am here mainly referring to the
Fourth Commandment. Many Sabbatarians have asserted that the
Sabbath is a moral law just like every other moral law. Having asserted
this thesis, they set about to defend it against all comers. Many AntiSabbatarians assert the opposite. To them, the Sabbath is a ceremonial
law just like every other ceremonial law. In speaking of the Fourth
Commandment as moral law, it may appear that I have taken the
Sabbatarian side. Since I would rather not take sides in this particular
debate, this appearance is somewhat deceiving. Let me explain myself.
I do not like the terminology. This whole debate is framed within an
antithesis of moral laws versus ceremonial laws. This terminology
(compare Section 1, V.) is vague and ill-defined. What exactly is a moral
law? What exactly is a ceremonial law? Where does the Bible use such
language about law? Biblical language and thought would lead us (as we
have seen) to speak of natural and positive laws, i.e. laws revealed in
nature and laws revealed only in special revelation. This distinction carries
different connotations than the distinction between moral and ceremonial
laws.
Neither do I like the alternatives. The debate is frequently carried on in
terms of either--or. I do not like either option. Why must every law of God
be either moral or ceremonial, natural or positive? Where does the Bible
say all laws are either moral or ceremonial? Where is the justification for
this preconceived cookie-cutter structure? Why may not laws be both, a
combination of the two? As one stands back and watches the debate
between those who see the Sabbath as exclusively moral and those who
see it as exclusively ceremonial, neither side can gain a clear-cut victory.
Personally, I am certainly more impressed with the Sabbatarian side, but
there are points at which it becomes difficult to prove that the Fourth
Commandment is a moral law exactly like every other moral law.
Therefore, my assertion is not that the Fourth Commandment is a moral
law like every other. Though I would alter his terminology, the statement of
the Dutch theologian Ursinus is more accurate: "Although the ceremonial
Sabbath has been abolished in the New Testament, yet the moral still
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continues and pertains to us as well as to others."29 The Westminster
Confession of Faith and its daughter confession, the Baptist Confession of
1689, put the matter more accurately by avoiding the terminology, moral
and ceremonial. They describe the Sabbath as a positive, moral, and
perpetual commandment.30 The Sabbath is both positive and natural. It
embodies natural law in a necessary positive institution. It is for this reason
that I call it moral! It is moral not as opposed to ceremonial. It is moral
because it is a positive institution which gives necessary embodiment to
natural laws binding on men from the beginning to the end of creation. This
is what I mean by calling the Fourth Commandment a moral law.
2.

The Support of the Assertion: It’s Inclusion in The

Decalog
Is there, however, support for the idea that the Sabbath is a moral law?
Yes, there is. The great fact which points to the morality of the Sabbath is
its inclusion in the Decalog. We have previously established the abiding
validity of the law of the Old Covenant. We have seen that when the New
Testament regards that law as a whole as a revelation of moral principles, it
is the Ten Commandments which are in the forefront of its attention. When
the moral law of God is being discussed, the Ten Commandments occupy
a central position. There are eight considerations which confirm these
thoughts.
a.
The Ten Commandments were audibly spoken by
God (Exod. 20:1, 18-21; Deut. 5:22). The comment in Deut. 5:22 that God
added no more clearly underscores the dignity of the Ten Commandments
as those alone uttered by the divine voice.
b.
The Ten Commandments alone were written on
stone (Exod. 31:18; 32:15, 16; 34:1, 28). This set them off from all other
Mosaic statutes (Exod. 24:4-7) and eloquently suggests their relative
permanence and perpetuity.
29

The Calvin Forum, "Three Views of the Fourth Commandment," Albertus
Pieters, January, 1941, p. 120.
30

The Baptist Confession of 1689, 22:7; Westminster Confession of Faith,
21:7, The Westminster Larger Catechism, Q&A 121.
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c.
Their promulgation was marked by a peculiarly
awesome display of God's power on Mt. Sinai. This display is the subject
of frequent comment in the Scriptures and points to the peculiar solemnity
of their promulgation (Exod. 20:18; Deut. 4:10-12; 5:22-24; Heb. 12:18-20).
d.
The Ten Commandments alone of all the laws given
to Israel were placed inside the ark of the covenant. The others were
placed beside the ark (Exod. 25:16; 40:20; Deut. 10:4, 5).31
e.
It is not surprising, therefore, that on occasion the
Ten Commandments are singled out and in a special sense called the
covenant (Deut. 4:10-13; 5:2; Exod. 34:28). All of the circumstances
relevant to the giving of the Ten Commandments combine to teach us their
peculiarly close relation to God and hence their dignity and perpetuity. The
Ten Commandments are the heart, core, and center of God's revelation of
His law to Israel.

31

Deut 31:26 carefully asserts that "the book of the law" was to be placed
"beside the ark of the covenant". Keil and Delitzsch perceptively comment, “The
tables of the law were deposited in the ark ... and the book of the law was to be
kept by its side. As it formed, from its very nature, simply an elaborate
commentary upon the Decalogue, it was also to have its place outwardly as an
accompaniment to the tables of the law, for a witness against the people, in the
same manner as the song in the mouth of the people..." Commentary on the Old
Testament in Ten Volumes, vol. 1, (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
Grand Rapids, 1975), p. 462 (of the third volume in volume 1).
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Ceremonial Laws

The statement is often heard that the Mosaic covenant is a unity and
cannot be divided up into moral, ceremonial, and civil chunks. The
impression is often given that the poor Israelite could not have
distinguished between the more important or less important aspects of
God's law. Whatever small element of truth there may be in this, it remains
true that there was a clearly visible distinction between the Ten
Commandments and the rest of the law. Though we need not assert that
the moral aspects of the law were limited to the Ten Commandments, the
Jew could see that the moral center of the law was the Decalog.
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f.

The content of the Ten Commandments is not

ceremonial.
If we leave aside the commandment being debated, it is clear that there are
no ceremonial elements in the other nine commandments.
The objection may be made to this assertion that this is not the case, that
there are ceremonial elements in the Ten Commandments. It will be
asserted that there are ceremonial elements in the 5th Commandment
where in Exod. 20:12 a long life in the land is promised for obedience to
this command. The preface to the Ten Commandments will also be seen
as ceremonial because of its reference to the redemption of Israel out of
the land of Egypt (Exod. 20:2).
The reply to these objections must be based on an understanding of the
fact that there is a clear distinction between the laws themselves and their
enforcements. The laws themselves are moral while their enforcements
may contain local and temporary (ceremonial?) aspects. This distinction is
supported by three considerations.
(1) It would be uncharacteristic of biblical revelation to find any revelation
of moral law without specific orientation of that law to its historical
situation.32
(2) The structure of each of the Ten Commandments exhibits this
distinction. In each command the moral law is stated first, and then there
may be explanation and enforcement.
(3) This distinction is borne out by the fact that Moses can profess to be
reiterating the Ten Commandments in Deut. 5, and yet totally alter its
enforcement (cf. v. 1-5 with v. 15).
To say the least, it would be surprising to discover that, while all the other
commandments are exclusively moral without the slightest ceremonial
element, the 4th commandment is in its totality ceremonial.
g.
It is specifically those commandments which were
written on stones i.e. the Ten Commandments that are alluded to in
32

Patrick Fairbairn, Typology, vol. 2, p. 100.
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Jeremiah 31's prophecy of the New Covenant. There it is asserted that
these laws are to be written on the hearts of God's people. Here is another
indication that the Ten Commandments are the moral center of the Old
Covenant Law.
h.
The New Testament repeatedly regards the Ten
Commandments as moral law. Always they are cited without elaboration
as valid for the Christian (Matt. 5:17f; 19:16f.; Luke 16:16-18; Rom. 7:7f.;
13:8-10; Eph. 6:1f.; 1 Tim. 1:8-10; James 2:8-13). In these texts the very
order of the Decalog is sometimes followed or there is allusion to the
position of the command in the Decalog (Note: 1 Tim. 1:8-10; Eph. 6:1f.).
This is too massive an array of evidence to be neglected or ignored in
one's consideration of the morality of the 4th Commandment. It surely is
trifling with the Scriptures to fail to give it weight in the debate surrounding
this issue. Everything conspires against the extreme and imbalanced
position that the 4th Commandment is exclusively ceremonial. Especially
is this the case when all the other commandments embody matters that are
of permanent moral sanctity from the beginning of creation. Interestingly,
this permanence from creation on is emphasized in the Fourth
Commandment.
3.

The Objections to the Assertion

Several objections are raised to the morality of the Fourth Commandment.
Before we deal with these objections, I remind you that it is not my intention
to deny that in one sense the Fourth Commandment is a positive law. My
sole intention is to prove that, while the Sabbath is a positive command, it
is also moral. I will respond to four objections to the morality of the Fourth
Commandment. The first is this:
a.

The Fourth Commandment is not repeated in the

New Testament.
A number of responses may be made to this objection. (1) This is an
argument from silence and is, therefore, useless. (2) This objection
forgets or denies the abiding validity of the Law. As shown previously, the
hermeneutic which requires a law to be reiterated in the New Testament in
order to its being the Christian's duty is not consistent with the New
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Testament itself.33 (3) It is not just the Fourth commandment which the
New Testament fails to quote or cite. Not one of the first four are cited or
quoted. Why this is so may be hard to discern. It remains the fact. This
fact is illustrated by the fact that where the New Testament cites some of
the Ten Commandments there is no explicit mention of these first three
commandments (Matt. 19:6f; Rom. 13:8-10; 1 Tim. 1 8-10). (4) It is true, of
course, that the first three commandments are repeated as to their
substance. It will be my contention when we deal with the New Creation
Sabbath that the Lord's Day is for substance the repetition of the
Sabbath.34
(5) It is obvious that (since the seventh day observance implied in the
Fourth commandment is changed) a citation of it would have entailed the
observance of the 7th day. Thus, such a citation would be misleading
without extended explanation.
b.
The command to observe the seventh day is a
ceremonial element in the 4th commandment.
33

Bob Morey in his article, "Is Sunday the Christian Sabbath?" in Baptist
Reformation Review (First Quarter, 1979, Number 1, Volume 8) states on pp. 14
and 15, “We must approach the New Testament with the important assumption
that whatever is not reintroduced and reinstated in the New Covenant is no longer
in effect. Everything in the Old Testament has been abrogated by fulfillment in
Christ .... The argument from silence can be valid when it is used to demonstrate
that in principle all ceremonial laws have been abrogated, and if something is not
reinstated, it is no longer binding. This is using silence in a Scriptural manner."
This is the dispensational hermeneutic with a vengeance. As shown previously, it
cannot come to grips with the plainest and most pervasive perspectives of the
New Testament.
34

We do not deny of course that the positive institution of seventh day
observance is superseded. Our thesis is, however, that the same natural laws
embodied in the seventh day institution are embodied in a similar institution of first
day observance. Sabbaths need not be celebrated only on seventh days. No
verbal or logical connection exists between seventh and Sabbath, as the
ceremonial Sabbaths of the Old Testament show (Lev 23). Thus, the abolition of
seventh day observance and the change of the day do not and cannot in itself
require the conclusion that no day of rest now exists in the New Covenant.
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To this objection a number of important responses must be made.
(1) Even if the observance of the seventh day were ceremonial, this would
not be significant since my thesis is not that the Fourth Commandment is
exclusively moral in the sense of its being natural. My thesis is that it is not
exclusively ceremonial.
(2) It is not accurate to call the seventh day a ceremonial element in the
4th Commandment. The observance of the seventh day originated not with
post-fall ceremonial laws, but with pre-fall creation ordinances. Since the
observance of the seventh day was part of a creation ordinance, it is right
to assert that had there been no fall and no redemption there would have
been no change till the end of creation in the seventh day observance.
Only a new creation could have abrogated a creation ordinance. It is,
therefore, inaccurate and misleading to call such a matter ceremonial.
(3) The passing of the seventh day observance in the New Covenant does
not prove that it was a ceremonial law. It only proves that nothing less than
a new creation with new creation ordinances has come. To describe
seventh day observance as a positive law is accurate, to use the word,
ceremonial, is misleading.
(4) We have previously distinguished between the Ten Commandments
themselves and their historical elaborations, explanations, and
confirmations. It must, therefore, be noted that there is no mention of the
seventh day in the Fourth Commandment proper. The fixing of the day is
reserved for that part of Exod. 20:8-11 which elaborates the meaning of
verse 8 where the Fourth Commandment proper is stated and which is
substantially altered in Deut. 5.
c.
The command to rest is purely ceremonial because
all it required was physical rest (cessation from activity) and not any
spiritual duties.
Bob Morey with many anti-sabbatarians argues for this view of the Old
Testament Sabbath:
When the concept of the Sabbath was first introduced, it only signified
physical rest. It did not have any immediate spiritual overtones at all
(Exod. 16). But as the history of redemption unfolded, the concept of
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the Sabbath deepened in its meaning and began to have spiritual
significance. The worship of God in private and public slowly became
part of the Sabbath.... If the Sabbath had been instituted since the
creation of man, it would have deepened beyond mere physical rest
by the time of Exod. 16. Since the Sabbath did not develop spiritual
overtones until the later prophets, this reveals that it could not have
been observed from the beginning of history, for then the dynamic
unfolding and deepening process of Biblical truth would have been
stagnant from Adam to Moses.35
To such a perspective a number of replies may be made:
(1) This objection draws a dichotomy between physical rest and worship.
Such a dichotomy is totally unjustified. God's rest which we imitate in our
weekly rest is not simply one of inactivity, as we have seen. God ceased
from one form of activity and engaged in another, so also we are to do in
our day of rest. The Sabbath was sanctified, set apart. This implies that it
was not only set apart from ordinary work, but set apart to another form of
activity, worship. Nowhere in the Bible is a day of rest from ordinary labor
dissociated from worship. Every day of rest is a day of worship (Lev. 23:1,
3, 7, 21, 24, 25, 26-28, 33-36). Is not the eternal state called a Sabbath,
and is it not a condition of constant worship? Thus the Sabbath is clearly a
special day of worship in the Old Testament.
(2) Worship and Sabbath are linked together in Old Testament contexts
(Lev. 19:3, 4; 26:2).
(3) The ordinary, daily sacrifices continue, with added sacrifices on the
Sabbath (Num. 28:9, 10). Thus the sacrificial temple worship was
intensified on the Sabbath.
(4) The showbread was renewed every Sabbath (Lev. 24:8; 1 Chron.
9:32).
(5) The priestly courses changed on the Sabbath (2 Chron. 23:4, 8).

35

Bob Morey, loc. cit., p. 16.
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(6) There were special sacred assemblies throughout the land on every
Sabbath (Lev. 23:1-3; 2 Kings 4:23).36 These commands may provide the
basis and origin of synagog worship.
The conclusion must be that the seventh day Sabbath was instituted for the
purpose of worship. From its inception at creation and revival at the
Exodus, it entailed the duty of special, corporate worship. Dr. Morey's
ideas contradict dozens of clear Old Testament statements and the
fundamental idea of the Sabbath. This is, of course, not without application
to the Lord's Day. It, too, is a day belonging especially to God. It, too, is a
day of corporate worship. This is precisely what in its function and essence
the Sabbath was, yet we are told that we must never think of the Lord's
Day in terms of the Sabbath. We are told that Jews, our Lord's disciples
rose from childhood to associate a day of worship with a day of rest never
thought of the Lord's Day as a Sabbath. This is not only unlikely, it is
impossible! A day set aside for corporate worship was a Sabbath to the
Jewish mind.
d.
The doctrine of the Christian Sabbath logically
requires or permits the doctrine of paedobaptism.
36

How in the face of these texts Morey and others have been able to argue that
the seventh day Sabbath in the Old Covenant was not a day of worship from its
inception escapes me completely. The idea that the phrase, "in all your
dwellings," would preclude larger assemblies in which different families would
have to travel to a central location in their village or district is far-fetched and
directly contradicts the command to observe holy assemblies on the seventh day
Sabbath. Matthew Poole is certain correct when he observes that the phrase "in
all your dwellings" simply, "is added to distinguish the sabbath from other feasts,
which were to be kept before the Lord in Jerusalem only, whither all the males
were to come for that end; but the sabbath was to be kept in all places where they
were, both in synagogs which were erected for that end, and in their
private houses." A Commentary on the Bible, vol. 1 (Banner of Truth Trust,
Edinburgh, 1974), p. 247. Brown Driver Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon of
the Old Testament (Oxford University Press, New York, 1962), p. 896, defines the
Hebrew word used here for assembly or convocation as follows, "convocation,
sacred assembly ... term techn. in P for religious gathering on Sabbath and
certain sacred days." They cite the following parallel uses of the same word, Isa.
1:13; 4:5; Exod. 12:16; Lev. 23:2, 4, 37.
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I am writing these lectures as a convinced Baptist. Jon Zens and others
dealing with this subject from the tradition of believers' baptism have,
however, seen Sabbatarians as inconsistent with such Baptist convictions.
They have argued that hermeneutics which recognize sufficient unity
between the Testaments to justify the Christian Sabbath "constitute a major
concession to paedobaptists".37 Those in the Baptist tradition will find such
claims significant. They properly desire a biblical examination of them.
The following responses will sufficiently evince the wide disparity between
arguments for paedobaptism, on the one hand, and, on the other hand,
those for Sabbath observance based on the unity of the Scriptures.
(1) One must recognize the general truth of the unity of the covenants.
The divine covenants are the organic unfolding of God's one plan of
salvation. If this is what is meant by "the covenant of grace", I, at least,
have no quarrel with the term. I have no difficulty in affirming with
Reformed theology as a whole the unity of salvation, the law of God, and
the people of God in all ages.
(2) One must recognize the functional similarity and, thus, the continuity
of circumcision and baptism. Both point to the reality of a cleansed life
through God's grace. Both are initiatory rites by which symbolic covenant
status is conferred. Although it is certainly wrong to speak of baptism being
substituted for circumcision, yet, this does not require us to deny all
covenantal continuity between the two rites. More will be said on this
subject later.
(3) One must recognize the vast differences between the arguments for
the Christian Sabbath and Paedobaptism. Here we raise the question, do
the Sabbath and circumcision equally participate in the underlying unity of
the covenants? Or, are they equally abolished in Christ? The following
distinctions show that the two ordinances are unequal and dissimilar.
These distinctions allow us to affirm that while the infant membership
principle was abolished, the Sabbath principle was not. While we believe in
the abiding validity of the Old Covenant law, it is not valid for us without
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Jon Zens, Baptist Reformation Review, (Fourth Quarter, 1979, Number 4
Volume 8), p. 48.
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distinction or qualification. The abiding validity of any part of the Old
Covenant law must be determined in terms of a complex of factors.
Sabbath
Circumcision
1.

A creation ordinance

Not a creation ordinance.
An Abrahamic covenant
ordinance.

2.

In Ten Commandments

Not in Ten commandments

3.

Sabbath and Lord's Day
--similar outward institution
--stresses continuity

Circumcision and Baptism
--dissimilar institution
--stresses discontinuity

4.
Old Testament prophesies
the continuation of Sabbath
observance

Old Testament prophesies nothing
about circumcision, but does
predict the end of the national
order and the ethnically structured
people of God.

5.
New Testament gives
explicit evidence for the
continuation of the Sabbath in the
Lord's Day.

New Testament gives explicit
evidence for the abrogation of the
national order and infant
circumcision, while providing no
instance of paedobaptism.

6.
New Testament does not
abrogate in the present era the
Old Creation or its structuring of
human life in terms of the Ten
Commandments.

New Testament does abrogate the
theocratic national order of the
Mosaic Covenant grounded in the
Abrahamic covenant. Since
circumcision is the sign of this
national order, it is abrogated.

B.

The Mosaic Sabbath as Covenant Sign
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The data in the Mosaic Covenant with regard to the Sabbath, as we have
said, may be conveniently treated under the headings, the Mosaic Sabbath
as Moral Law and the Mosaic Sabbath as Covenant Sign. While it is often
to the data which we will examine under this second heading that antisabbatarians have turned in order to refute the doctrine of the Christian
Sabbath, it is my purpose to show that it is, in fact, quite supportive of a
Christian Sabbatarian position.38
An introduction to the Mosaic Sabbath as Covenant Sign may be provided
by the following considerations:
(1) The Sabbath is the peculiar sign of the Mosaic Covenant (Exod.
31:17; Isa. 56:4, 6; Ezek. 20:12, 20). It is thus akin to the rainbow, the sign
of the Noahic Covenant (Gen. 9:12f.), and circumcision, the sign of the
Abrahamic Covenant (Gen. 17:11). As a sign it possesses a peculiar and
appropriate symbolic significance like that of the rainbow and circumcision.
We must ask and answer the question in this section, what is that symbolic
value?
(2) The fact that the Sabbath is a sign of the covenant provides no
certain proof that the Sabbath is not a moral law. Again the structure of our
thinking must not be either-or, but both-and. The Sabbath is both a moral
law and a covenant sign, not either a moral law or a covenant sign. It is
consistent, therefore, for its observance to be both a sign of Israel's unique
covenant status and a moral requirement rooted in creation. A friend of
mine illustrates this by noting that if a woman was married on her birthday,
that date would from then on be both her birthday and her anniversary.
I will endeavor to open up the Mosaic Sabbath as Covenant Sign under
three headings:
1.

Its Dual Significance
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There are not lacking those who have elaborated more or less Christian
Sabbatarian positions primarily on the ground here to be examined. Cf. P. M.
Misselbrook's un-published paper, "sabbath" and John Bunyan's work entitled,
"Questions about the Nature and Perpetuity of the Seventh-Day Sabbath," The
Whole Works of John Bunyan, vol. 2, (Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, 1977),
pp. 359f.
61

2.
3.

Its Deeper Unity
Its Temporary Aspects

1.

Its Dual Significance

As a sign the Sabbath clearly has a symbolic value. When, however, we
examine the relevant passages with a view to learning what that symbolic
value or significance might be, we discover that it is two-fold. The Sabbath
as sign has a dual significance. Nothing more sharply underscores this
than the amazing variation in the ground of Sabbath-Keeping between
Exod. 20:11 and Deut. 5:15. In Exodus 20 the Sabbath is plainly grounded
in the work of God at creation, while in Deut. 5 the Sabbath is plainly
grounded in the Exodus redemption of Israel. These two dimensions of the
symbolic value or significance of the Sabbath must now be examined.
a.

The Sabbath a Sign of Creation

Here the key passage is not only Exod. 20:8-11. Exod. 31:12-18 also
manifests the Sabbath as a sign of creation. In Exod. 31:17 the Sabbath is
called a sign between God and Israel and this is related to the creation
week. "It is a sign between me and the sons of Israel forever; for in six
days the LORD made heaven and earth, but on the seventh He ceased
from labor and was refreshed."
What is the symbolic significance of the Sabbath in this sense? This
significance includes the following elements. First, it pointed out that the
God of Israel was the Creator of heaven and earth. Second, it pointed out
that only Israel was the people of God, that only Israel among all the
nations remained faithful to their Creator, that only Israel sustained a
covenant relationship with the Creator.
How did it signify these things? Because Sabbath observance imitates
God's peculiar method of creation, it was a memorial of creation. Since
only Israel faithfully observed this memorial, it marked Israel as alone the
people of the Creator-God. All this confirms rather than undercuts its
morality, because it provides a creation backdrop for Sabbath observance.
b.

The Sabbath a Sign of Redemption
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1)

The Fact of Its Redemptive Significance

Exod. 15:13 describes Israel's deliverance from Egypt through the Red Sea
as a redemption. Deut. 5:15 relates the Sabbath to this redemption by
speaking of it as a memorial of the Exodus from Egypt. Thus, the Sabbath
pointed out that not only was the God of Israel the Creator, it also reminded
them that He was their Redeemer. Ezek. 20:8b-12 and verse 20 explicitly
calls the Sabbath a sign. The context particularly of this description in v. 12
relates this sign-value to the redemption of Israel from Egypt. Thus, both
the creating and redeeming acts of God are signified by the Sabbath.
2)

The Importance of Its Redemptive

Significance
As mentioned previously, this aspect of the Mosaic Sabbath's symbolism is
often regarded as militating against its perpetuity under the New Covenant.
It is asked, was not this redemption of Israel from Egypt a typical
redemption fulfilled in Christ? If so, is not Sabbath observance abolished
by Christ's anti-typical redemption?
To this question several replies may be made. First, the conclusion that
Sabbath observance is abolished in Christ follows only if the Sabbath is
only a sign to Israel and has no broader or more universal significance.
This, as we have proven, is not the case. Second, even the fact that the
Sabbath was a sign of the typical redemption of Israel from Egypt is quite
suggestive with regard to the Sabbatical significance of the Lord's Day in
the New Covenant. This is just to say that when this significance is
properly evaluated it points to the perpetuity of the Sabbath.
We must begin to understand the significance of the Sabbath for the Lord’s
Day by reminding ourselves that there were actually two great instituted
memorials of the Exodus redemption. The Passover also memorialized the
redemption from Egypt. In Exod. 12:13 the Passover blood is described as
a sign of God's deliverance of Israel from the plague which struck down the
first born of Egypt. This is the same word as seen previously which is used
in Ezek. 20:12, 20 to describe the Sabbath. Further confirming the parallel
between the Passover and the Sabbath as memorial signs of the Exodus
Redemption is the fact that both in Exod. 12:14 (which is speaking of the
Passover) and in Exod. 20:8 and Deut. 5:15 (which are speaking of the
Sabbath) derivatives ZACAR (which means to remember) are used. Thus,
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there was appointed in Israel for the remembrance of the Exodus
redemption both a memorial meal and a memorial day
It is most interesting that this is paralleled in the New Covenant. There are
two memorials of Christ's great work of redemption. These two memorials
take the forms of a memorial meal and a memorial day. They are marked
by the only two occurrences of the strong possessive form of Lord in the
New Testament, kuriakoj. In 1 Cor. 11:20 we read of the Lord's Supper and
in Rev. 1:10 of the Lord's Day. Both memorialize the redeeming work of
Christ. Yet further, the Passover memorialized the sacrifice which secured
the redemption, so also the Lord's Supper recalls the great sacrifice which
finished redemption. The Sabbath memorializes the blessing purchased in
the Exodus, so also the Lord's Day reminds us of Christ's resurrection as
the first fruits.
It is impossible to reflect on these parallels without being struck by the fact
that there is a relationship between both the Passover and the Lord's
Supper and also the Sabbath and the Lord's Day. Surely, it cannot be
thought that these parallels are coincidental.
This is not to say that the Passover was a type of the Lord's Supper. The
Passover as it memorialized the typical redemption of Israel also
foreshadowed the true redemption of the church by the death of Christ.
This is made explicit in 1 Cor. 5:7 which asserts, “For Christ our Passover
also has been sacrificed." The following diagram attempts to illustrate this.
Exodus <----- Passover ----->
(by Moses)

New Exodus
(in Christ)

But while the Passover has its fulfillment in Christ as it points to Christ our
Passover, there is a richness in its connections that has not been
exhausted by this fulfillment. The Passover also anticipates the great meal
of covenant fellowship to be celebrated when the kingdom is
consummated. It points in other words to the eschatological supper. This
aspect of the significance of the Passover is made explicit in Luke 22:1420. There in vv. 15 and 16 Jesus says, “I have earnestly desired to eat this
Passover with you before I suffer; for I say to you I shall never again eat it
until it is fulfilled in the kingdom of God." In vv. 17 and 18 He speaks
similarly when he says of the Passover cup, "Take this cup and share it
among yourselves; for I say to you, I will not drink of the fruit of the vine
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from now on until the kingdom of God comes." The reference is clearly to
the eschatological supper of which Jesus frequently speaks (Matt. 22:1-14;
25:1-13). Thus, the Passover is seen as pointing beyond the sacrifice of
the Lamb to the eating of the Passover meal.
Passover->The True Passover Sacrificed->The True Passover Celebrated
It is at this point that a relationship between the Passover and the Lord's
Supper cannot be evaded. It is at the Passover recorded in Luke 22 that
the Lord's Supper is instituted and first celebrated. Furthermore, the Lord's
Supper anticipates the coming of Christ and the eschatological supper. In
Matt. 26:27-29 language parallel to that used of the Passover cup is used
of the Lord's Supper cup: "And when he had taken a cup and given thanks,
He gave it to them, saying, "Drink from it all of you; for this is My blood of
the covenant, which is poured out for many for forgiveness of sins. But I
say to you, I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day
when I drink it new with you in My Father's kingdom." In 1 Cor. 11:25 and
26 this eschatological reference is repeated in the words which follow the
identification of the cup as "the new covenant in My blood". Verse 26 says,
“For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the
Lord's death until He comes."
The Passover, therefore, must be said to have a reference to or
relationship with the Lord's Supper secondarily and indirectly. The
following diagram endeavors to clarify this relation.

Passover ----->

│
│
│
│
│Christ,
│Eschatological
│Our
<----(The Lord's Supper)----> │Supper
│Passover
│
│
│

As a Creation ordinance, the evidence for the Sabbath's perpetuity and its
continuity with the Lord's Day clearly surpasses that of the Passover.
Nonetheless the Passover does illustrate the idea that symbolic institutions
may have a multiple fulfillment in the New Covenant, a multi-leveled
significance in the New Creation. Though the Sabbath is fulfilled in Christ
(Col. 2:16, 17), this does not mean that it is not fulfilled in the eternal
Sabbath (Heb. 4:9) or continued in the Lord's Day (Rev. 1:10). In fact
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precisely because it is fulfilled in Christ, it is continued in the Lord's Day.
We have to do here with the peculiar effect that the overlapping of the ages
(the old and new creations) have upon the typical institutions of the Old
Covenant. Notice how the following diagram of the relations of Sabbath
and Lord's Day parallels that of Passover and Lord's Supper.

Sabbath------->

│
│
│Christ,
│Our
<------ (Lord's Day) ------>
│Sabbath
│
│

│
│
│Eternal
│Sabbath
│
│
│

Applications of this structure are various:
(1) This reminds us that we must always think of the Sabbath's fulfillment
in terms of the two-stage fulfillment idea of the New Testament. There is
fulfillment without consummation. Thus both Passover and Sabbath have
fulfillments in "first stage of inauguration", "the second stage of
consummation" and finally "in the times between". The continuance of the
present, evil age and the delay of the age to come are symbolized in the
continuing ordinances of the Lord's Supper and the Lord's Day.
(2) This reminds us that we must not think in either-or terms when we
approach the subject of the Sabbath's fulfillment. Either it is a moral law
continued in the Lord's Day or it is fulfilled in Christ. Since it is fulfilled in
Christ it must not be continued in the Lord's Day. No, it might be, it is both.
(3) There are great differences between the Passover and the Lord's
Supper as memorial meals. The first is a sacrifice, the second is not.
These differences are important, but a line of continuity still runs between
them. The differences between the Sabbath and Lord's Day do not negate
the continuity between them.
(4) It is possible to argue for a Christian Sabbath without necessarily
presupposing the creation ordinance. One need only see that as the
Sabbath memorialized the redemption of Israel from Egypt to rest in
Canaan, so the Lord's Day memorializes the redemption of the Church in
Christ to the resurrection-rest of the Eternal Sabbath.
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2.

Its Deeper Unity

We have seen that the Sabbath as a sign possesses a dual significance.
Sabbath
/
\
/
\
/
\
Creator
Redeemer
Both the reference to creation and the reference to redemption actually
point to a deeper single idea and meaning, God as rest-giver.
Sabbath
/
\
/
\
Creator Redeemer
\
/
\
/
Rest-Giver
a.
The creation Sabbath typified the rest of God to be
entered at the end of history. There was a higher state of existence
possible even for unfallen, sinless Adam.
In what ways could Adam's perfection have been improved upon? (1)
Spiritually, Adam's perfection could have become indefectible holiness. In
the ethical realm Adam still possessed the possibility of sinning. A higher
state of existence would eliminate this possibility (Gen. 2:16, 17; 3:6, 7;
note: Heb. 12:23; 1 John 3:2). (2) Physically, Adam's perfection could
have become that of the `Spiritual' body. In the physical realm Adam
labored under physical limitations capable of improvement (1 Cor. 15:4446). The resurrection will bring Christians to a higher state of bodily
existence than that possessed by Adam. If Adam had properly fulfilled his
probation, it is probable that at the end of history this perfected perfection

67

would have been entered by him. This is probably implied in Gen. 3:22 and
Heb. 4:3, 4.
b.
By the fall Adam not only brought himself under
God's wrath and the sentence of death, but forfeited the opportunity to gain
this higher life of the age to come (Gen. 3:22).
c.
In Christ creation is not simply restored to its
original condition, but man and creation are brought to the higher state of
existence which was the original goal of creation. (1 John 3:2; Heb. 12:23;
1 Cor. 15:44-46; Rom. 8:21). Not the original glory of a peccable Adam,
but the freedom of the glory of the Sons of God who are beyond sinning
and possess resurrected bodies, spiritual bodies, is given in Christ.
d.
In the Exodus the original rest of creation and the
coming rest of the age to come were typically restored. The Canaan-rest is
the type of the rest of the age to come. The land is a symbol and type of
the redeemed earth.
The conclusion must be as follows: The rest typified in the Mosaic Sabbath
is ultimately one. God's rest promised at creation, restored by redemption
typically in Moses, and then truly in Christ. (1) The redemptive
significance of the Sabbath does not negate its creation origin. It confirms
it. (2) The typical significance of the Sabbath does not negate its being a
creation ordinance. The term, typical, is equivalent to ceremonial in some
minds, but the Bible does not teach that what is typical equals what is
ceremonial. Adam was typical, but this does not mean that he was
ceremonial (Rom. 5:14).
3.

Its Temporary Aspects

No treatment of the Mosaic Sabbath as a covenant sign would be
complete--and this treatment certainly would not be balanced--, if it did not
raise the question of the temporary aspects of the Mosaic Sabbath. We will
deal with these temporary aspects under two headings. The first is:
a.

The Ceremonial Enlargements of the Sabbath Sign
(1)

The Ceremonial Sabbath Days (Lev. 23:4-39;

Num. 28:11-29:40)
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These typified the New Exodus in Christ. Thus, they were fulfilled in Christ
(Col. 2:16; Gal. 4:9, 10).
(2) The Ceremonial Sabbath Years (Deut. 15;
Lev. 25, 27; Exod. 23)
Such Sabbath years were regarded as typical of the redemption in Christ
(Cf. Isa. 61:1, 2 with Luke 4:18, 19 which is speaking of the Year of
Jubilee).
(3)

Are such observances perpetual?

Several considerations indicate they are not. (a) They did not originate in
creation. (b) They are not part of the Ten Commandments. (c) They are
closely connected with aspects of the Old Covenant which were typical and
temporary: ceremonial worship, the typical Exodus-redemption, the land,
the theocratic state. (d) All of this is not to say that they are not instructive
in terms of general equity.
b.
The Civil Sanction of the Sabbath-Sign (Exod.
31:15; 35:1-3; Num. 15:32)
The punishment of death was required for the public violation of the
Sabbath. This sanction passed away with the other judicial laws of the
theocracy when God destroyed the Jewish state. No better reasoning on
this subject can be found than that contained in the Baptist Confession of
1689 (Chapter 19, Paragraph 4)
To them also he gave sundry judicial laws, which expired together
with the state of that people, not obliging any now by virtue of that
institution; their general equity only being of modern use.
The fact that Sabbath violations were punish-able by death is not, of
course, without significance for the discussion of the perpetuity of the
Sabbath. Though the sanction passes away with the passing of the Jewish
state, nonetheless that sanction bears witness to the relative importance of
this particular provision of the Mosaic Law. It is correct to say that no
merely ceremonial law had suspended over it the threat of the death
penalty to be meted out by the civil authority. Fairbairn remarks:
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The deeds which were of this description had all the penalty of death
attached to them--shewing that the precepts they violated were of a
fundamental character, and entered as essential principles into the
constitution of the Theocracy.39
c.

Supposed Stringency in the Observance of the

Mosaic Sabbath
Here we raise the question, Was Israel required to observe the Sabbath
with an external stringency no longer required of Christians?
1)

The Case of Lighting Fires

Exod. 35:3 is often taken as an absolute prohibition of the use of fire on the
Sabbath. This is a misunderstanding of the text. We know that this is a
misunderstanding because, if it had been intended in this way, it would
have meant an intolerable hardship (inconsistent with the goodness of
God) for the Israelites. We think of the climate of Israel and Palestine as
tropical and Sahara-like. Apparently, this was not the case. Snow is
mentioned 21 times in the Old Testament, cold 5 times, ice or frost 6 times.
Aware of this and believing that God would not command such hardship,
many commentators have suggested alternative interpretations: Most
suggest that the prohibition forbids the kindling of fire for the smelting
necessary for the work to be done on the tabernacle (Exod. 35:4f.).40
Perhaps, the emphasis is to be placed on the `kindling' of fire, but not the
`using' of fire for heating or cooking. Or perhaps, we are to remember the
geographical circumstances of this prohibition and say with Murphy, “For
domestic comfort fire was not a thing of necessity or mercy in the
Peninsular of Sinai. In colder regions it is otherwise; and there the law of
necessity or mercy regulates the observance of the Sabbath."41
39

Patrick Fairbairn, The Revelation of Law in Scripture, (Alpha Publications,
Winona Lake, 1979), p. 100. Note the list of crimes punishable by death
mentioned in this context.
40

Cf. the comments of Matthew Poole, Jamieson, Fausset and Brown, and
George Bush.
41

James G. Murphy, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the book of
Exodus with a New Translation, (Klock&Klock, Minneapolis, 1979), p. 367.
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2)

The Case of Food Preparation

Sometimes it is assumed that the Israelites were forbidden all food
preparation on the Sabbath because no kindling of fires was permitted.
There is no proof for this. Exod. 35:3, for one of the reasons stated above,
does not apply here. Luke 14:1f. implies at least some food preparation on
the Sabbath. Cf. especially v. 7. On the ceremonial Sabbath of the day of
atonement both eating and, thus, food preparation were forbidden (Lev.
23:26-32). This is, however, a unique feature of the Day of Atonement
Sabbath. On the other ceremonial Sabbaths rather extensive preparations
were necessary for the feasts commanded in conjunction with these
ceremonial Sabbaths (Exod. 12:16; Lev. 23:4-21, 33-36; Neh. 8:8-18). A
spectrum of variations and distinctions is, thus, visible on this subject of
Sabbath food preparation. It is, however, to be noted that the language
used with reference to the rest of the seventh-day Sabbath is distinct from
that used of the ceremonial Sabbaths. Its complete rest (Lev. 23:3) is to be
contrasted with the looser requirement of doing "no laborious work" (Lev.
23:7, 8, 21, 25, 36), but also with the stringent fasting required on the Day
of Atonement (Lev. 23:26-32). There is a spectrum ranging from
Stringency- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -to- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Leniency
The Day of Atonement
The Seventh-Day
Sabbath
Sabbath
Eating------None Permitted
Eating—Feasting
Food Prep.--None Permitted
c.

Limited Prep.

The Festival
Sabbath
Feasting
Extensive Prep.

Case-Laws

If the principle of the Sabbath be once accepted none of the other Sabbath
laws seem unduly stringent or reflective of an increased Mosaic severity.
Thus the command for resting in seed-time and harvest for farmers (Exod.
34:21), the prohibition against the gathering of fuel (Num. 15:32-36), and
the prohibition against the ordinary activities of the market-place (Neh.
10:31; 13:15-22) are instructive applications of the Sabbath principle for us.
One must, however, remember the common-sense rule that different
circumstances may alter the precise applications. For instance, with
reference to food preparation far less labor is necessary now than then.
Yet there is still an application to women on this matter. The illustration of
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gathering fuel is also relevant. Some orthodox Jews have felt it their
obligation to shut off their gas on the Sabbath. Again, however, we live in
an entirely different situation. No laborious work is necessary to turn on a
gas jet.
III.

Its Continuation in the New Testament: The New Creation Sabbath
Introduction:

If one possesses a proper appreciation of the framework of biblical ethics,
the passing and non-observance of the Seventh-day Sabbath by the
Church of Jesus Christ is startling. How can a creation ordinance, the
Fourth of the Ten Commandments no longer be observed by God's
people? How can these things be?
The coming of a New Covenant and `New Exodus' cannot by itself explain
the fact. The Sabbath stood on the grounds of creation before it was
incorporated into the Old Covenant. Nothing less than a new creation is
sufficient to account for the passing of the Seventh-day Sabbath institution
of creation. Yet, it is nothing less than this to which the New Testament
witnesses in the work of Christ. Not a New Covenant merely, but a new
creation has come with Him. Yet this new creation has not yet reached its
consummate form. Thus, the Sabbath principle first embodied in the old
creation Seventh-day Sabbath rises again and receives new embodiment
in the new creation First-day Sabbath This truly cosmic transition from the
old creation Sabbath to the new creation Sabbath may be treated under
three headings.
A.
The Change: The Preparation and Foundation in the PreResurrection Period of the New Testament
B.
The Change: The Coming of the New Sabbath in the PostResurrection Period of the New Testament
C.
The Change: The Passing of the Old Sabbath in the PostResurrection Period of the New Testament
A.
The Change: The Preparation and Foundation in the PreResurrection Period of the New Testament

72

Introduction:
Several words of introduction are necessary to place this material in the
right setting.
a.

The Major Significance of the Gospels for the

Church
In this day of Dispensationalism the significance of the gospels for the
Church tends to be depreciated and undervalued. While of course in the
period up to the resurrection of Christ the Old Covenant is legally in force,
the transition from old to new is already in motion in the ministry of Christ.
The following facts remind us of the relevance of the gospels for us, the
Church. (1) Each of the gospels was compiled many years after the
inauguration of the New Covenant. (2) Each of the gospels was written for
the Church and those it was evangelizing. (3) Each of the gospels was
written by a theologian-evangelist of the Church in order to instruct the
Church and those it was evangelizing. (4) Each of the gospels records the
apostolic preaching of the gospel of Christ as it was authoritatively
communicated. The assumption underlying each of these facts is that the
gospels have a close, practical relevance for the Church.
b.

The Major Passages concerning the Sabbath in the

Gospels
There is a quite astounding amount of material with regard to the Sabbath.
It may be collated gospel by gospel as follows: (1) Matt. 12:1-21 (2) Mark
2:23-3:6; 6:1-6 (3) Luke 4:16-22, 31-37, 38-41; 6:1-5; 13:10-17; 14:1-6 (4)
John 5:5-18; 7:21-24; 9:1f, 13-16. Note the massive array of material. This
is a significant aspect of the gospels didactic material.
c.
The Major Emphases of the Gospels regarding
Christ and the Sabbath
The major emphases of the gospels with regard to the relation of Christ and
the Sabbath are, first, His Observance of the Sabbath. We will notice the
relevance of this emphasis for the abiding obligation of the Sabbath. The
second, major emphasis of the gospels is on His Fulfillment of the Sabbath.
We will notice here the redemptive significance of the Sabbath. Thirdly, we
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will notice His Lordship over the Sabbath. Here we will observe how this
anticipates the coming alteration of the Sabbath.
1.

His Observance of the Sabbath
a.

The Fact of His Observance

A number of passages make very plain that Jesus did observe the Sabbath
(Mark 6:2; Luke 4:16, 31; 6:6; 13:10 [Mark 1:21f.]). It has been sometimes
assumed that Jesus rejected the Fourth Commandment theologically and
violated it practically.42 This position is, however, simply impossible to
reconcile with the premises of orthodox Christianity. Paul asserts that the
Christ was "born under the law" (Gal. 4:5). This is, of course, the
straightforward corollary of the fact that it was only by the death and
resurrection of Christ that a "time of reformation" was initiated (Heb. 9:10
and cf. the context). Thus, it is nothing less than the doctrine of the
sinlessness of Christ which requires us to assert that Christ never in the
least violated the Fourth Commandment. If, in other words, Christ
disobeyed the Fourth Commandment before its supposed abrogation by
His death and resurrection, He clearly sinned.
b.

The Attack on His Observance

Now, of course, it is not simply fuzzy-thinking or heterodox modern,
professing Christians that have claimed that Christ failed to observe the
Sabbath. This claim was made even before His death. For what supposed
violations of the Sabbath was Jesus attacked? The following list may be
compiled from the gospels. He was condemned for: healing on the
Sabbath (Luke 13:14), for commanding a man to pick up his mat and carry
it home after being healed on the Sabbath (John 5:8-11), and for permitting
His disciples to pick, husk, and eat grain as they walked through the fields
on the Sabbath (Luke 6:1, 2). Let anyone acquainted with the Old
Testament say whether any of these things were violations of either the
letter or the spirit of Old Testament Sabbath law. Clearly, they were
patently ludicrous and ridiculous examples of Pharisaic interpretation at its
worst. Commenting on one of these accusations, Hendriksen says,
"Obviously, what was happening was that Christ's enemies were burying
42

Beckwith and Stott, loc. cit., pp. 21, 22.
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the real law of God--which did not in any sense forbid what the disciples
were now doing--under the mountain of their man-made, foolish
traditions."43 We may assert even further that, if these charges were the
worst the Pharisees could do, then what an impeccable Sabbath-Keeper
Jesus must have been! These very objections prove that Jesus kept the
Sabbath. Surely if the scrupulous Pharisees could do no better than this
with all their eagle-eyed observance of Jesus, then Jesus' SabbathKeeping must have been exemplary.
c.

The Defense of His Observance
1)

The Pillars of His Defense

The remarkable thing is that Jesus honored such accusations with a reply
at all. He did so in order to set out the proper interpretation of the Sabbath
and its observance. The substance of Jesus' reply was as follows: Their
interpretation of proper Sabbath observance in general and their
accusation of Jesus in particular were wrong for four reasons.
First, it contradicted biblical precedent. Here Jesus argues on the basis of
several Old Testament precedents. In Matt. 12:3, 4 he cites the example of
David and the shewbread. In Matt. 12:5 he uses the example of the priests
laboring in the temple. In John 7:21-24 he argues from the administration
of circumcision on the Sabbath.
Second, it misunderstood the divine intention. In Matt. 12:7 Jesus argues
that God's intention in the Sabbath was not mere external observance, but
compassion on men. In Mark 2:27 he argues that God's intention was
beneficent not repressive.
Third, it contradicted the practice of the Pharisees themselves (Matt. 12:11;
Luke 13:15; Luke 14:5). In their better moments and when it was in their
own self-interest, the Pharisees contradicted their own principles of
Sabbath interpretation.

43

William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: Exposition of the
Gospel according to Mark, (Grand Rapids, Baker Book House, 1975) p.
105.
75

Fourth, it missed Jesus' dignity. The key text here is Matt. 12:6. The crux
of Jesus' argument in this text is clear. If the priests in their devotion to the
temple service could exert great effort, surely it could not be wrong for the
disciples pursuant to their devotion to Christ to engage in this slight and
necessary activity of picking, husking, and eating grain.
2)

The Question Concerning His Defense

Serious questions have been raised about the nature of Sabbath law on the
basis of the argument of Jesus in (Matt. 12:1-5). It has been asked, Does
not this passage imply that the action of the disciples was a violation
(although permissible) of the Sabbath? The further question has, then,
been raised; does not this mean that there are exceptions to the Sabbath
law? Is it not, then, like ceremonial laws in this way? It was permissible to
break ceremonial laws for higher reasons and thus, too the Sabbath as a
ceremonial law may be broken for higher reasons.
The following considerations show that Jesus was not teaching that the
Sabbath law could for good reasons be broken. First, the action of the
disciples was not unlawful in even a technical sense. The parallel analogy
given by Jesus in vv. 10-12 suggests this. It is not merely technically
permissible, but downright lawful to engage in the labor of pulling a sheep
out of a pit on the Sabbath. Second, it is merely for the sake of argument
that Jesus grants that His disciples had technically violated the Sabbath.
Actually the statement in v. 4 that it was unlawful for David to eat the
shewbread and in v. 5 that the priests profaned the Sabbath have an air of
sarcasm about them. Jesus is accommodating His language to the
pharisaic point of view. They looked at the Sabbath in an externalistic way
as cessation of activity. Jesus by His adoption of their viewpoint manifests
its folly by ironically stating that it was unlawful for David to eat the
shewbread and a profaning of the Sabbath for the priests to labor in the
temple. Calvin has seen Jesus' irony long ago:
When Christ says, that the priests profane the Sabbath, the
expression is not strictly accurate, and is accommodated to his
hearers; for when the Law enjoins men to abstain from their
employments, it does not forbid them to perform the services of
religion. But Christ admits that to be true which might appear to be

76

so in the eye of ignorant persons, and rests satisfied with proving,
that the labours performed in the temple are not offensive to God.44
Third, in v. 7 Jesus reverts to His own point of view and denies that the
pharisaic viewpoint contradicting as it does the clear arguments of vv. 3-5
is proper. Like their approach to all the rest of the law, their interpretation
of the Sabbath was heartlessly externalistic. Jesus' attack on the pharisaic
misinterpretation of the law is a constant theme of Matthew (Matt. 5:33-37;
15:3-6; 5:21-26, 38-42, 27-32; 19:3-12; 22:37-40). As with adultery and
murder so also with Sabbath breaking Jesus refutes a heartlessly external
view of God's requirement in order to recover the observances required by
the divine intention.
Surely this emphasis of the gospels points to the abiding obligation of the
Sabbath principle. This may be seen by asking two simple questions. The
first question is this, what is missing in the gospels? Two things, at least,
are missing: any prediction or prophecy of the abolition of the Sabbath
principle; any example of Jesus violating, annulling, or depreciating the
Sabbath. The second question is this, what is present in the gospels?
Three things, at least, are present: the strongest evidence that Jesus
carefully kept the Sabbath; the clear teaching of the beneficial character of
the Sabbath; the extensive clarification of proper Sabbath observance.
It is difficult in the face of such an emphasis in the gospels to maintain that
Sabbath-keeping is irrelevant to the Church. The gospels were written to
the Church, by the theologians of the Church, recording the Apostolic
preaching to the Church. Why teach, why bother to record at such length
the proper observance of the Sabbath if the Sabbath was abolished and
had no relevance for the Church. Surely this points to the abiding
obligation of the Sabbath principle. Beckwith and Stott remark:
But if Jesus regarded the sabbath as purely ceremonial and purely
temporary, it is remarkable that he gives so much attention to it in his
teaching, and also that in all he teaches about it he never mentions
its temporary character. This is even more remarkable when one
remembers that he emphasizes the temporary character of other
44

John Calvin, Calvin's Commentaries, (Grand Rapids, Baker Book
House, 1981), vol. 16, p. 48 of the second volume bound in vol. 16).
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parts of the Old Testament ceremonial law--the laws of purity in Mark
7:14-23 and Luke 11:39-41, and the temple (with its sacrifices) in
Mark 13:2 and John 4:21. By contrast, as we have already seen, he
seems in Mark 2:27 to speak of the sabbath as one of the
unchanging ordinances for all mankind.45
2.

His Fulfillment of the Sabbath

One of the most striking features of the gospel record of Christ and the
Sabbath is its emphasis on Christ's healings on the Sabbath (Matt. 12:9-14;
Mark 2:1-5; Luke 6:6-10; Mark 6:2-5; 1:21f.; Luke 4:31-37, 38-41; 13:10-13,
16; 14:2-4; John 5:1-10; 9:1-14). At least nine different occasions on which
Jesus healed on the Sabbath are recorded. This emphasis is not
accidental. It points to the redemptive significance of the Sabbath. These
miraculous healings and exorcisms were the signs of the coming of the
kingdom (Matt. 11:5) in which God would give the true and final rest to His
people. Hence their being done on the Sabbath indicates its fulfillment as a
sign of God's redeeming work. The Sabbath was a sign of the Exodus
redemption and, thus, pointed forward to the New Exodus in Christ.
There are a number of exegetical indicators that point more overtly to the
connection suggested above. When in Luke 4:16-21 Jesus speaks the
momentous words, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing,"
(v. 21) it is not to be missed that the day happened to be a Sabbath (v. 16).
This seems especially appropriate in light of the fact that the biblical
reference Jesus reads in this passage is a reference to the Year of Jubilee.
Luke 13:16 is also interesting in that Jesus sees a special propriety in the
healing of the woman "bound" by Satan on the Sabbath. Jesus asks, “...
should she not have been released from the bond on the Sabbath day?"
Matt. 12:1-14, when seen in its connection with Matt. 11:29, also appears
to suggest the same thought. Immediately after Jesus issues the great,
Messianic promise, “You shall find rest for your souls," we find Jesus going
with His disciples through the grain fields on the Sabbath.
This emphasis on the fulfillment of the Sabbath sign by the coming of
Messiah intimates the epochal and momentous changes about to take
45
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place through His ministry. It indicates, therefore, the change about to
occur with reference to the Sabbath. In this way it speaks of the impending
abolition of the Seventh-day Sabbath and the coming of the New Creation
Sabbath.
3.

His Lordship Over the Sabbath

This again is one of the most prominent and consistent emphases of the
gospels. Christ's sovereignty over the Sabbath is asserted in each of the
four gospels.
In Matt. 12:8 the connection points to the idea that the son of man as Lord
of the Sabbath is aware of the divine intention in the Sabbath and thus able
to authoritatively and accurately regulate its observance. In Mark 2:27 a
different facet of the meaning of this statement is brought out by the
connection. The idea is that the Son of Man is the good and gentle
sovereign of a beneficent kingdom. As Lord of the Sabbath, then, He will
incorporate this beneficial institution into His kingdom. In Luke 6:5 it is
difficult to discern a specific nuance of meaning.
The idea that Christ is Lord of the Sabbath carries, therefore, at least a twofold significance. He is Lord of it to authoritatively regulate its observance.
He is Lord of it to incorporate it into His kingdom. He is not Lord of it to
abolish or destroy it. This contradicts the connections of both Matt. 12:8
and Mark 2:27. It also violates the closest gospel parallels of this saying.
In Matt. 9:38; 11:25; 20:8 three parallel phrases occur; Lord of the harvest,
Lord of heaven and earth, and Lord of the vineyard. The idea of lordship
for the purpose of abolition or destruction is absent in these passages.
Thus, to introduce the thought of the abolition of the Sabbath by means of
the statement that Christ is Lord of the Sabbath is clearly wrong.
In John 5:17 a different perspective is given. Jesus' Lordship over the
Sabbath is even more exalted in John than it is in the synoptics. It is as
Son of Man that He is Lord of the Sabbath in the synoptics. It is here as
Son of God that He claims the right to do as He was doing on the Sabbath.
The Father continued in His divine activities during the Sabbath, so also
may His Son. This is the argument of Jesus. The reference to creation is
clear. The implication is that the God who rested at creation and thus
instituted the Sabbath did not cease in a different sense to work even after
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He had rested. By describing this God as "My Father" He identifies Himself
with the God who instituted the Sabbath by His example at creation.
Our conclusion must be that both as the Last Adam and the Divine Son
Jesus are sovereign over the Sabbath. While this never implies the
abolition of the Sabbath in the gospels, it does anticipate the institution of
the New Creation Sabbath and the cessation of the Old Creation Sabbath.
Jesus' authority is the principle of the change which now is about to occur.
B.

The Change: The Coming of the New Sabbath
Introduction:

Having seen the foundation and preparation for the great change in the
gospels before the resurrection, we now come to examine Christ's Lordship
over the Sabbath as it is exercised in the coming of the New Sabbath, the
Lord's Day. Our method will be first to establish the fact of the Lord's Day,
in other words, its divine authority. We will, then, evince the sabbatic
character of the Lord's Day. Here I will show that the Lord's Day is the
Christian Sabbath.
1.

The Divine Authority of the Lord's Day

Is the first day of the week to be religiously observed? Is there divine
authority for the religious observance of the Lord's Day? Is the first day of
the week the Lord's Day? All these are simply different ways of asking: Is
the resurrection of Christ to be commemorated by the religious observance
of the first day of the week? There is no doubt, of course, that Christ rose
on the first day of the week. Why, however, should we think that this event
is to be commemorated by the observance of each succeeding first day?
Five reasons for the religious commemoration of the first day of the week
may be given.
a.
Because of the previous significance of 1st days
and 8th days in the Old Testament economy
Jews like the disciples of Christ were prepared to see the significance of
Christ's resurrection on the first day of the week by the peculiar significance
of first and eighth days in the Old Testament economy. These days were
not necessarily, of course, the first (or eighth) day of the week. But that is
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not the point. Despite this, the fact remains that in a pervasive way the Old
Testament economy was fitted to give the impression of a special religious
significance associated with first and eighth days in succession. It is this
general impression which prepared the Jewish disciples of Christ to give
more than passing interest to the fact of Christ's first day resurrection.
With reference to the first day, a number of considerations are significant.
The first day of Passover was a holy assembly (Exod. 12:15, 16; Lev. 23:7;
Num. 28:18). The first day of the Feast of Booths was a holy assembly
(Lev. 23:35, 39).
With reference to the eighth day, there are a number of significant
associations. The eighth day of the Feast of Booths was a rest, assembly,
and sacrifice (Lev. 23:36, 39; Num. 29:35f.). The eighth day was the day
upon which circumcision was performed (Gen. 17:12; 21:4; Lev. 12:3). The
eighth day was the day of the consecration of the firstborn (Exod. 22:30;
Lev. 22:27). The eighth day was the fulfillment and conclusion of priestly
ordination (Lev. 9:1). The eighth day was the day of the offering in the
cleansing of lepers, Nazarites, and those with a discharge (Lev. 14:10;
15:14, 29; Num. 6:10).
b.
Because of the peculiar mention and insistence
upon the fact that Christ rose on the first day (Matt. 28:1; Mark 16:1; Luke
24:1; John 20:1, 19).46
Is this five-fold re-occurrence of the phrase "the first day of the week"
merely an interesting detail or is it of religious significance? The singular
importance of this repeated reference to the first day of the week may be
seen by asking the question, how many times are days of the week
mentioned by their number in the New Testament? The answer is not
once. The third day after Christ's death is mentioned. The Lord's Day is
46

Anti-sabbatarians have recently become fond of translating the Greek
phrase, referring to the first day of the week as "the first after the sabbath".
[Bob Morey, loc. cit., p. 17.] The standard Greek lexicons provide the
translation, week, for sabbatwn and also for the singular of the same word.
The meaning, Sabbath, is impossible, for instance, in Luke 18:12. As the
standard English translations indicate, there is no reason to adopt this
eccentric translation of the text.
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also mentioned. The preparation day for the Sabbath is mentioned. Yet,
there is no other reference to a day of the week by its number in the entire
New Testament. This being the case it is difficult to think that the mention
of "the first day of the week" five times by the evangelists is incidental. We
are constrained to think that it has religious significance. But what is that
significance? It appears to be recorded to show the origin of the church's
practice of observing the first day. There is no other natural explanation of
this peculiar insistence on the "first day of the week" in the resurrection
account.
c.
Because of the consequent distinctions conferred
upon the first day by the resurrected Christ
(1) We note first the phrase in John 20:26, “eight
days later". Since the Jews counted inclusively, this eighth day was the
first day of the week. John is careful to include these details of time
because they point to his Lord's Day theology (Rev. 1:10). In fact, four of
the eight New Testament references to the first or Lord's Day are in the
Johannine literature of the New Testament (John 20:1, 19, 26; Rev. 1:10).47
John 20:26 increases strikingly in its significance when it is compared with
John 21:14. There the appearance beside the Sea of Tiberias is said to be
"the third time that Jesus was manifested to His disciples." This statement
is, of course, problematic and must be qualified in some fashion. Whatever
it’s specific meaning, it clearly marks the post-resurrection appearances of
Jesus of John 20:19, 20:26, and 21:1 as unique and distinct. There were
no intervening appearances of like character. Probably the meaning is that
Jesus between these three appearances did not appear to a large group of
disciples (Apostles). This means, of course, that between the first and
eighth days of John 20 there were no like appearances to the disciples.
This fact must have had a psychological effect upon the gathered disciples
which would have clearly marked the first day of the week as of special
significance for their resurrected Lord.
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Doug Bannerman in a similar vein notes the following statistic, “Out of
some twelve or thirteen recorded appearances of Christ to the disciples
between His Resurrection and Ascension, six at least took place on the first
day of the week." [The Scripture Doctrine of the Church, (Baker Book
House, Grand Rapids, 1976), p. 381.]
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(2) Acts 2:1f. is also significant because the day
of Pentecost occurred upon the first day of the week (Lev. 23:15-21).
Pentecost, it is interesting to note was a day upon which no laborious work
was to be done. Thus, it was in a sense a Sabbath. At any rate, the two
constitutive events of the New Covenant and New Creation (the
resurrection of Christ and the Pentecostal giving of the Spirit) both occurred
on the first day of the week. Surely the disciples of Christ could not have
overlooked or failed to ponder these facts.
d.
Because of the subsequent observance of the first
day by apostolic churches.
(1)

Acts 20:7

It must be noted that Paul had been in Troas for seven days, but that only
the gathering of the church on the first day is mentioned. Since it appears
that he was hurrying to be in Jerusalem, v. 16, this makes all the more
clear that his waiting was purposeful. He wanted to speak to the whole
church when it gathered for its weekly services.
(2)

1 Cor. 16:1, 2

The directions given in v. 2 had also been given to the churches in Galatia.
This is brought out by the NIV's translation. "Now about the collection for
God's people: Do what I told the Galatian churches to do. On the first day
of every week, each of you should set aside a sum of money in keeping
with his income, saving it up, so that when I come no collections will have
to be made.” Thus, the observance of the first day is seen to be common
to both Corinth and the churches of Galatia. Whether the saving took place
at home or at church is disputed. Charles Hodge's comments, however,
are full of good sense and make a strong case against the interpretation
which sees this saving taking place at home and for the collection of these
moneys every first day of the week when the church gathered.
To this interpretation it may be objected that the whole expression is
thus obscure and awkward. `Let every one at home place, treasuring
up what he has to give.' The words do not mean to lay by at home
but to lay by himself. The direction is nothing more definite than, let
him place by himself, i. e. let him take to himself what he means to
give.' What he was to do with it, or where he was to deposit it, is not
83

expressed. The word qhsaurizwn means putting into the treasury, or
hoarding up, and is perfectly consistent with the assumption that the
place of deposit was some common treasury, and not every man's
own house. 2. If Paul directed this money to be laid up at home, why
was the first day of the week selected? It is evident that the first day
must have offered some special facility for doing what is here
enjoined. The only reason that can be assigned for requiring the
thing to be done on the first day of the week, is, that on that day the
Christians were accustomed to meet, and what each one had laid
aside from his weekly gains could be treasured up, i. e. put into the
common treasury of the church. 3. The end which the apostle
desired to accomplish could not otherwise have been affected. He
wished that there might be no collections when he came. But if every
man had his money laid by at home, the collection would still be
made. The probability is, therefore, Paul intended to direct the
Corinthians to make a collection every Lord's day for the poor, when
they met for worship.48
It is clear that the first day of the week is regarded as an appropriate
recurring day for such activity because it was the day of Christian holy
assembly and worship. Thus, the first day is regarded as having special
religious significance.
What we might have assumed is confirmed by these passages. The
apostolic churches did see a special religious significance in the first day. It
was their chosen day for corporate worship. This practice by apostolic
churches implies and infers apostolic authority for the religious observance
of the first day. It was not regarded as incidental that the resurrection of
Christ and the outpouring of the Spirit occurred on the first day. These
events were viewed as setting apart the first day as one of special,
Christian significance.
All this suffices to prove the apostolic and divine authority of the Lord's
Day, yet the strongest confirmation of the institution of the first day is yet to
be discussed. In conjunction with the evidence already cited it makes the
divine authority of the Lord's Day explicit and undoubtable.
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e.
Because of the special designation of the first day by the
Apostle John (Rev. 1:10).
Two questions must here be discussed.
(1)

The Fact of this Designation

Because this is the only use of the phrase, the Lord's Day, in the New
Testament, we must ask here, does the Lord's Day, in fact, designate the
first day of the week? An affirmative answer is demanded by the following
things. (1) John assumes that what he means by the Lord's Day will be
clear to the seven churches of Asia. (2) The evidence of the rest of the
New Testament for the observance of the first day makes this identification
necessary. (3) No other alternative can be suggested. Easter has been
suggested, but there is no evidence in the New Testament for the yearly
celebration of Easter. The "day of the Lord" has been suggested, but two
things clearly disqualify this alternative. First, it makes nonsense of v. 10.
Second, the grammatical construction used in v. 10 is never used of the
Day of the Lord in the dozens and hundreds of uses it is given in the Bible.
Thus, if the first day is not meant we must admit total ignorance of what the
Lord's Day is, total ignorance of an institution which was a matter of
common knowledge in a broad segment of the early church. (4) The
designation, Lord's Day, is a reference to the Lord Jesus Christ. The day in
view, then, is peculiarly connected with the lordship of Jesus Christ. There
is only one day which possesses such a connection, the first day of the
week. It was upon this day, when being raised from the dead, He entered
in a new sense into the position of Lord (Rom. 14:9; Acts. 2:30-36; 4:10,
11; 5:30, 31; Matt. 28:18; Rom. 1:4; Eph. 1:20-22; 2:6; Phil. 2:9-11; Col.
1:18; Rev. 1:5, 18). The mention of Spirit is a reminder of the Pentecostal
first day of the week upon which Jesus displayed His glory and lordship (2
Cor. 3:17, 18; 1 Cor. 15:45). (5) The current meaning of the phrase, Lord's
Day, in uninspired literature of about the same time was the first day of the
week. The Revelation of John was probably written sometime during the
years, 95-100. The Lord's Day is, however, referred to in the Didache
which was written during the years, 80-120. Ignatius writing during the
years, 107-116, also referred to the Lord's Day. This is not simply an
argument from church history, though that would not be without
significance. Like many other words used in the Bible, the phrase, the
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Lord's Day, must be interpreted according to its historical context. In that
historical context it was a reference to the first day of the week. 49
(2)

The Significance of This Designation

In itself the significance of this phrase is quite clear. By designating the
first day as the Lord's Day, the observance of the first day is shown to rest
not on human custom, but on an actual divine institution. It is the Lord's
Day--a day belonging to the Lord in a special way--not merely in human
estimation, but by divine institution. It actually is according to Apostolic
assertion the Lord's Day.
As such its observance--whatever that may involve--rests on divine
command and not human preference. It is the Lord's Day; it must be
treated as such. By the use of the term Lord's--a strong possessive--it is
clear that the first day belongs to the Lord in a sense that other days do
not. All days are the Lord's, but this one is especially His, else the words
mean nothing.
The statement is often heard from anti-sabbatarians that `all days are the
Lord's'. They go on to say that they keep all days alike. This phrase
clearly teaches that one day of the week is especially the Lord's. If you,
therefore, keep all days alike, you are clearly failing in your duty.
The parallel between the phrases found in Rev. 1:10--the Lord's Day--and
a parallel phrase in 1 Cor. 11:20--the Lord's Supper--confirms the thoughts
just expressed. 1 Cor. 11:20 contains the only other occurrence of the
word, Lord's—kuriakoj—in the New Testament. Aren't we always to eat to
the Lord? (Rom. 14:6; 1 Cor. 10:31). Aren't all our meals holy to the Lord?
What, then, is the Lord's Supper? It is a special, Christian, religious
observance which finds its origin in Christ and its regulation in the word of
Christ, Thus, also the Lord's day is a special, Christian, religious
observance which finds its origin in Christ and its regulation in the word of
Christ.
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The early church fathers, Dionysius and Tertullian, also use the
designation, the Lord’s Day, for the first day of the week at a slightly later
period. Dionysius uses the word in approximately the year 170 and
Tertullian in approximately the year 200.
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2.

The Sabbatic Character of the Lord's Day

Here we raise the question, is the Lord's Day, however, a Sabbath? Is it to
be thought of doctrinally and practically as the Christian Sabbath? The
sabbatic character of the Lord's Day and the propriety of thinking of it as a
Christian Sabbath are confirmed by the following considerations.
a.
The designation, Lord's Day, clearly alludes to
biblical phrases which tie it to the Sabbath. Isa. 58:12 as translated by the
NIV calls the Sabbath "my holy day", "the Lord's holy day". Matt. 12:8 and
its parallels describe Jesus as "the Lord of the Sabbath". Is it possible to
think that when John used the terminology the Lord's Day that he was not
remembering that the Sabbath had been the Lord's holy day and that Jesus
had called himself the Lord of the Sabbath?
b.
Like the Sabbath and unlike any other religious
observance, the Lord's Day is the celebration of one day of weekly reoccurrence. We often forget the obvious and conspicuous similarities
between Lord's Day and Sabbath.
c.
Like the Sabbath and unlike any other religious
observance, the Lord's Day presupposes the 7-day week of creation and its
normative character for the structuring of human time. The Lord's Day,
thus, is rooted in creation and tied to the week of creation. Is it not an
amazing proof of Christianity itself and of the Christian Sabbath that the
division of time into seven day periods increasingly dominates the world in
spite of the fact that there is no celestial reason for such a division?
d.
Like the Sabbath, the Lord's Day is a memorial.
The Sabbath memorialized creation and the Exodus. The Lord's Day
memorializes the resurrection.
e.
Like the Sabbath and unlike any other religious
observance the Lord's Day is a memorial of both creation and redemption:
a new creation and a greater redemption. As a memorial of Christ's
resurrection the Lord's Day commemorates both a new creation and a
greater redemption.
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1)

A greater redemption

As the Sabbath memorialized the giving of Israel rest and release from
Egyptian bondage (Deut. 5:15), so the Lord's Day commemorates the
event which has given us rest and release--redemption--from a greater
bondage (Heb. 2:14, 15--Note the language reminiscent of bondage. 2
Tim. 1:10; 1 Pet. 1:3, 4; Acts 26:23; Rom. 1:2-4). The resurrection of Christ
brings us to the rest of the eternal inheritance and releases from the
bondage of death and the fear of death.
2)

A new creation

We have already seen that the Lord's Day like the Sabbath presupposes
the seven day week of creation. The first day of the week is mentioned by
name only in one other place in the Bible besides those in the New
Testament which point us back to the resurrection, Gen. 1. This again
points to a creation motif in the Lord's Day. Other connections are
apparent. The peculiar activity of the first day was the creation of light. It is
interesting to note that the resurrection is associated with the giving of light
(1 Tim. 1:10; Acts 26:23). The synoptic evangelists associate the
resurrection with the return of light on the first day of the week (Matt. 28:1;
Mark 16:1; Luke 24:1).
The New Testament teaches, therefore, that there is a new creation in
Christ (Gal. 6:15; 2 Cor. 5:17; Eph. 2:10). The idea of new creation is
frequently associated with Christ's resurrection (cf. Eph. 2:10 with 2:5, 7;
Eph. 4:24; Col. 3:10 with Rom. 6:1-6; Col. 1:15-18). By union with Christ in
His death, the old man is destroyed. By union with Christ in His
resurrection, the new man is created. When He rose again He became the
firstborn of God's new creation. As He was the beginning of the old
creation, so He is now the beginning of the new (Rev. 3:14). Thus, the
memorial of Christ's resurrection is of necessity a memorial of the new
creation. Thus, the Lord's Day, like the Sabbath and unlike any other
religious observance, points to both creation and redemption.
f.
especially to God.

Like the Sabbath, the Lord's Day is a day belonging

Rev. 1:10 speaks of the day belonging to the Lord. The word is a clear
possessive form designating the first day as the Lord's special possession.
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Since the reference is to the Lord Jesus Christ (who is God according to
Revelation--1:8 with 1:17, 18 and 22:12, 13), we have here a day belonging
to God in a sense other days do not. This is, however, the essence of the
Sabbath according to the repeated emphasis of the Old Testament. The
Sabbath was emphatically God's day. "My Sabbath(s)" are referred to 16
times (Exod. 31:13; Lev. 19:3, 30; 26:2; Neh. 9:14; Isa. 56:4; Ezek. 20:12,
13, 16, 20, 21, 24; 22:8, 26; 23:38; 44:24). "My holy day" is referred to one
time (Isa. 58:13). "The Sabbath of the Lord (or God) four times (Deut. 5:14;
Lev. 23:38; Exod. 20:10; Isa 58:13. "A Sabbath to (or for) the Lord" is
mentioned four times (Exod. 16:23, 25; 35:1; Lev. 23:3). Thus, as many as
25 times--and 17 times explicitly--, the Sabbath is identified as the "Lord's
Day" - His special possession. Thus, the New Testament Lord's Day is the
same in essence as the Sabbath: a day for God, a day of God, a day
belonging to God.
g.

Like the Sabbath, the Lord's Day is a holy day.

The Sabbath was a holy day (Gen. 2:3; Exod. 16:23; 20:8, 11; Neh. 9:14;
13:22; Isa. 58:13; Jer. 17:22, 24, 27; Ezek. 20:20). The Lord's Day is a
holy day. On what basis may this be asserted? It is a holy day because it
is a day that belongs especially to the Lord. It is sacred or holy because of
its association with His sacred person. This is the meaning or definition of
holiness or sanctification in the Bible. To sanctify is to set apart from
common use to God and His service. This means that for something to be
holy and for it to belong to God in a special sense are the same thing. It is
the same identical thing for God to sanctify something and for Him to claim
it as His special possession. We have seen a biblical example of this
already. The Sabbath was a holy day just because it was God's day. If it is
God's day it must be holy for that very reason (Exod. 13:1, 2, 11, 12; 19:5,
6; Lev. 23:1, 2; Num. 3:11-13; 8:12-19; 16:3-7; Deut. 26:18, 19; 28:9, 10).
Who will dare say, then that there are no holy days in the New Covenant?
Who will dare to assert that a day especially identified with the sacred and
holy person of the Lord Jesus is not holy?
h.

Like the Sabbath, therefore, the Lord's Day is to be

kept holy.
The whole duty of the Israelite with reference to the Sabbath may be and is
summarized in one word "sanctify it," keep it holy" Exod. 20:8, 11; Neh.
12:33; Jer. 17:22, 24, 27; Ezek. 20:20). The Sabbath was to be kept holy,
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because it was holy. The Lord's Day is a Sabbath because our duty is to
keep it holy. It is holy. Our duty is, therefore, to keep it holy. Because the
Lord's Day is a memorial, our duty is thus to remember it. The Lord's Day
is holy. Our duty is thus to keep it holy. Therefore, with explicit biblical
basis, we can say in the very words of the Fourth Commandment,
"Remember the Lord's Day to keep it holy." Our duty with reference to the
Lord's Day is identical with the duty of the Israelite with reference to the
Sabbath.
How is a day to be kept holy? We are not permitted to answer that
question on the basis of our own speculation or ideas. It must be answered
biblically. The Acts and Epistles of the New Testament Scriptures never
explicitly answer that question. They simply do not address it. It must be
answered from the Old Testament, the Gospels, and the rest of the New
Testament together. What does it mean to keep a day holy? Jesus and
the Fourth commandment both say the same thing on this matter (Exod.
20:9. 10).
i.
Like the Sabbath, the Lord's Day is a day of
corporate worship (Lev. 23:1-3; Acts 20:7).
"Yes," someone says, "but that is exactly my point. It is a day of corporate
worship, but not a day of rest." There are at least four things wrong with
the idea that the Lord's Day is a day of corporate worship, but not a day of
rest.
(1) The Lord's Day is not simply a day of
corporate worship, but is also a day appropriate for private religious
exercises. In fact two of the three accounts of Lord's Day observance in
the New Testament record non-corporate religious exercises (1 Cor. 16:1,
2; Rev. 1:10). Note that John was in exile, v. 9.
(2) The Lord's Day is not simply a day of
corporate worship. It is a holy day. As we have seen the biblical definition
of a holy day demands rest from our worldly labors.
(3) To the Jewish disciples of Christ a day of
corporate worship which was not also a day of rest would have been
inexplicable and incomprehensible. To a Jew a day of rest and a day of
worship could not be distinguished or separated. There is very good
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reason for this. In the Old Testament rest and worship always implied the
other. If you truly rested on the seventh day, you worshipped and vice
versa.
(4) But the best reason for asserting that these
two things were inseparable for the disciples of Christ is simply this. Every
day of sacred assembly for the Jews was a day of rest (Lev. 23:2, 3, 7, 8,
21, 24, 25, 27f. 36; note also Exod. 12:16). The anti-sabbatarian invention
of a day of corporate worship which was not also a day of rest would have
been totally incomprehensible to Christ's disciples. Just because the Lord's
Day was a day of worship, it must have been viewed as a day of rest by
Christ's Apostles. It must be remembered that all these parallels were not
being presented to the secularized minds of Gentile non-sabbatarians in
the 20th century who do not think in Old Testament categories. They were
being presented to the minds of Jewish sabbatarians of the first century
who were keenly sensitive to the Old Testament's teachings.
The conclusion demanded by all this evidence is as follows: Christ's
Apostles thought of and observed the Lord's Day as a Sabbath. The
evidence demonstrates the Sabbatic character of the Lord's Day.
C.

The Change: The Passing of the Old Sabbath
Introduction:

Rom. 14:1-6; Gal. 4:8-11; Col. 2:16, 17 are the passages in the epistles of
the New Testament cited most often by anti-sabbatarians. The reason for
this is that they are the passages which emphasize the passing of the old
Sabbath of the old economy. This is a crucial emphasis in the overall
teaching of biblical revelation on this subject. For this reason, simplistic
interpretations of both anti-sabbatarian and Sabbatarian varieties must be
carefully avoided. On the other hand, the true relevance of these passages
for the issue of the Lord's Day Sabbath must be carefully delineated.
1.

Simplistic Interpretations

Under this heading the question to be answered is, what do these
passages not teach? There follow four simplistic and inaccurate theories
as to the teaching and relevance of these passages to the Christian
Sabbath.
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a.
These passages teach that all observance of days
in the New Covenant is a matter of Christian liberty, a matter of
indifference.
This theory asserts that there is no duty in the New Covenant to observe
any distinction of days. Meeting on the first day is at best a matter of
`theological preference' or 'voluntary custom'.50 This theory appears to be
supported by Rom. 14:5, “One man regards one day above another,
another regards every day alike. Let each man be fully convinced in his
own mind," and also by Gal. 4:10, 11 which says, “You observe days and
months and seasons and years. I fear for you, that perhaps I have labored
over you in vain."
The reply to this theory is that this interpretation violates the great
hermeneutical principle, `the analogy of faith'. The Baptist Confession of
1689 echoing at this point the Westminster Confession of Faith says in
chapter 1, paragraph 9, “The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture is
the Scripture itself; and therefore when there is a question about the true
and full sense of any Scripture (which is not manifold, but one), it must be
searched by other places that speak more clearly." The interpretation
50

Robert Morey, loc. cit., p. 17. This is what I glean from the following
highly ambiguous assertion of Morey: "In light of New Testament
teachings, there are several theological reasons (such as the first day
being the time of the resurrection and Pentecost for Christians preferring to
meet on Sunday. But there are no preceptual directives which indicate that
it is sin for the brethren to meet together on some other day." (Italics are
Morey's.) I know of no sabbatarians who think it is wrong to worship God
on another day beside the first day, but in spite of this misrepresentation
Morey's point still appears to be that meeting on the first day is merely a
matter of preference. Note also this statement of Albertus Pieters, loc. cit.,
p. 121: "The choice of Sunday as such a day is without divine
commandment. The church chose this day, out of regard to the
resurrection of Christ, in the exercise of its Christian liberty, but might
without sin have chosen any other." In this statement Pieters purports to
be summarizing Calvin's view. Since Pieters adopts what he describes as
Calvin’s view as his own view, this statement may be taken as
representative of Pieters’ views.
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delineated here brings the Bible into conflict with itself, Paul into conflict
with John and himself. The New Testament teaches that there is
something special about the first day, that there is a Lord's Day. At the
very least, then, a Christian must regard one day--that day--above another,
and observe it differently than the rest. John Murray remarks,
If Paul in Romans 14:5 implies that all distinction of days has been
obliterated, then there is no room for the distinctive significance of the
first day of the week as the Lord's Day. The evidence supporting the
memorial character of the first day is not to be controverted and,
consequently, in this respect also the assumption in question cannot
be entertained, namely, that all religious distinction of days is
completely abrogated in the Christian economy.51
This shows us that the interpretation of these passages is not as simple as
this theory imagines and that we may fall into superficial misinterpretations
and misapplications very easily. Such superficial thinking must be carefully
avoided.
An illustration of a similar pattern of superficial, scriptural interpretation is
found in the man who rejects Christ's deity on the basis of Christ's
assertion that "My Father is greater than I" (John 14:28). Such a man
rejects the clearest scriptural evidence on the basis of his one supposed
proof-text. Some approach the Sabbath issue in the same way. They
stake their case on the three passages under discussion and forget the rest
of Scripture. Thus, the fact that the Sabbath is a creation ordinance, in the
Ten Commandments, and has many parallels with the Lord's Day is
ignored. Such make the Bible stand on its head in the interest of this
passage as the following diagram illustrates.

51

John Murray, Romans, vol. 2, p. 258, 259.
93

The Rest of the Bible
\

/
\

/
\

/
\

/
\

/
\

/
\

/
Col. 2:16, 17

A second false theory of the meaning of the passages under discussion is
this:
b.
These passages teach that, although there is a
Christian Sabbath, we ought not to judge how others observe the Christian
Sabbath.
This interpretation is based primarily upon the statement of Col. 2:16, " ...
let no one act as your judge in regard to ... a Sabbath day." The reply to
this misconception of the passages is very simple. This interpretation
misses the underlying teaching of these passages. The reason one ought
not to judge others in regard to the observances mentioned in Col. 2:16 is
that they form no part of the Christian's duty. Such observances are
shadows now fulfilled in Christ which only the weak in faith feel constrained
to regard (Col. 2:16, 17; Rom. 14:1f.; Note particularly Gal. 4:10, 11). A
duty of which others can never exhort you or rebuke you is a very strange
duty. It is in reality no duty at all. Can it really be that someone could go
water-skiing, watch NFL football, work non-mandatory overtime, claim to
believe in the Christian Sabbath, and yet legitimately object to being
rebuked for such activities by saying, `you must not judge my observance
of the Sabbath!'?
c.
These passages do not refer to the weekly,
seventh-day Sabbath.
This is a misconception which is often voiced by Sabbatarians. It regards
the reference of these passages as exclusively a reference to the other
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ceremonial days and Sabbaths of the Jewish economy. No less an
exegete than John Murray advocates this idea. Note his argument.
In accord with the analogy of Scripture and particularly the teaching
of Paul, Romans 14:5 can properly be regarded as referring to the
ceremonial holy days of the Levitical institution. The obligation to
observe these is clearly abrogated in the New Testament. They have
no longer relevance or sanction and the situation described in
Romans 14:5 perfectly accords with what Paul would say with
reference to religious scrupulosity or the absence of such anent these
days....To place the Lord's day and the weekly Sabbath in the same
category is not only beyond the warrant of exegetical requirements
but brings us into conflict with principles that are embedded in the
total witness of Scripture.52
Careful exegesis, notwithstanding Murray's deserved reputation as an
exegete, shows that a reference to the seventh day Sabbath cannot be
excluded from these passages. This is so for at least three reasons. (1)
There is an allusion to Old Testament phraseology in Col. 2:16, 17 which
definitely includes the seventh day Sabbath (1 Chron. 23:31; 2 Chron. 2:4;
8:13; 31:3; Neh. 10:33; Ezek. 45:17; Isa. 1:13, 14). (2) Col. 2:16, 17 refers
to those things which were a shadow of what was to come. The seventh
day Sabbath, as we have seen, did have a typological character from the
beginning of creation. It may, from that standpoint, be seen as a shadow.
This shadow-character was augmented by the Exodus. (3) The preferable
interpretation of Rom. 14:5 sees in it an explicit reference to the seventh
day Sabbath. Paul is in all likelihood thinking of the days of the Jewish
calendar of holy days and not to the days of the week or year when he
says, “One man regards one day above another, another regards every
day alike." A probable reconstruction of the situation would be that Jewish
believers--although they regarded much of it as fulfilled--continued to
observe a part of this calendar of holy days. What day would naturally
suggest itself as of more binding significance than the rest of the Jewish
calendar? Clearly, the seventh day Sabbath because of its place in the
Ten Commandments and in creation would commend itself to such
believers as different as the other holy days of the Jewish calendar. In this
regard it is interesting to notice that the Hellenistic Jews viewed the weekly
52

John Murray, Romans, vol. 2, p. 257, 259.
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Sabbath as a creation ordinance.53 It is probable, then, that the specific
day which, Paul says, some regarded as more binding than the other days
of the Jewish calendar in Rom. 14:5 was the seventh day Sabbath.
There is a pointed practical reason for not missing the clear reference of
these passages to the seventh day Sabbath. These passages provide a
pointed reproof of seventh day Sabbatarianism. Interpreted as I
understand them, they clearly teach that the seventh day Sabbath is not
binding on the Christian Church. On the other hand, those Christian
Sabbatarians who deny this reference to the seventh day Sabbath place
themselves, in my opinion, at a distinct polemical disadvantage in dealing
with seventh day Sabbatarians.
d.
These passages do refer to the seventh day weekly
Sabbath and this forbids every Sabbatic view of the Lord's Day.
The reasoning of this group is very similar to the preceding only with a
different conclusion. Both groups think that if the passages under
discussion are a reference to the seventh day Sabbath, this automatically
destroys the Christian Sabbath. Thus, on the one hand, some Christian
Sabbatarians deny that they refer to it, and on the other hand, nonSabbatarians conclude that because they refer to the weekly Sabbath,
there is no Christian Sabbath.54
This position is also simplistic and that for several reasons.
(1) It displays a great deal of ignorance historically. Many of the greatest
Christian Sabbatarians have adopted this exegesis of Col. 2:16 which
allows it to include a reference to the weekly Sabbath without giving up
their position.55
53

Beckwith and Stott, loc. cit., pp. 8, 9.

54

Steve Carpenter in a lengthy paper entitled, "The Sabbath Institution:
The Body is Christ,” assumes that if he can establish that Col. 2:16 is a
reference to the seventh day Sabbath then he will have refuted the
Christian Sabbath position.
55

Note the understanding adopted by B. B. Warfield in his, Selected
Shorter Writings, vol. 1, (Presbyterian and Reformed, Nutley, 1970), pp.
321-324; Robert Dabney, Writings Evangelical and Theological, (Banner of
Truth Trust, London, 1967), vol. 1, pp. 526-530; Patrick Fairbairn, The
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(2) It ignores the clear biblical evidence for the Sabbatic character of the
Lord's Day.
(3) Its distinction between observing the Lord's Day and resting on the
Sabbath as two entirely different things has no support in the Scriptures. In
fact, in Rom. 14:5, 6 the words regard (krinw) and observe (fronew) are
used to describe what was undoubtedly Sabbath observance!
(4) It is illogical. The passing of the positive institution of the observance
of a religious rest on the seventh day of every week known popularly as the
Sabbath may be asserted without at the same time asserting that the
natural and moral foundation of that institution has been wrecked. The
passing of the seventh-day observance of rest may be asserted without
denying the coming of a positive institution in which the first day of the
week is observed as a day of rest or a Sabbath. This brings us to the
proper interpretation of these passages.
2.

Proper Interpretation
a.

Crucial Perspective

The above interpretations are inadequate and simplistic for many reasons,
but one of the main reasons is that they do not take into account a crucial
perspective that governs Paul's thought in these passages. This
perspective is simply that Paul's emphasis and exclusive focus in these
passages is on the old creation and its peculiar order. Paul is thinking only
of the religious order of the old creation and is not for the moment thinking
of the New Creation order.
One thing that makes this obvious is that Paul could never have spoken as
he did in Rom. 14:5, 6 if he was not thinking exclusively of the old order.
The fact is that there was a day in the new order that Paul regarded and
observed as a matter of duty. This fact, however, is simply not within the
universe of discourse found in Rom. 14:5.

Revelation of Law in Scripture, (Alpha Publications, Winona Lake, 1979),
pp. 472-474; Douglas Bannerman, Scripture Doctrine of the Church, (Baker
Book House, Grand Rapids, 1976), p. 516.
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Gal. 4:8-11 also makes clear that it is the old order which is Paul's
exclusive focus of attention. The reference to the `worthless elemental
things' (v. 9) is a reference to the old order. Both the Gentile religions (v. 8)
and divinely revealed Judaism were old order religions. One characteristic
of both was an extensive, religious calendar which possessed a mysterious
significance.
All this becomes even clearer in Colossians 2. Paul is addressing a heresy
which is retrogressive in character, a heresy which carries over into the
new age things abolished by the coming of Christ. Note the re-occurrence
of the word elements στoιχεια in vv. 8, 20; the observance of Jewish dietary
and calendar laws in v. 16; the observance of circumcision (v. 11); and the
veneration of angels, v. 18.
It may be asked, how is the veneration of angels connected with the old
order? Isn't the worship of angels wrong at any time? To these questions
it may be replied as follows. Certainly, no one should ever have worshiped
angels, but it is also true that angels occupied a place in the old order
which they do not have in the new. This was in part the occasion of their
veneration, though, of course, not an excuse for it. Angels occupied a
prominent place in the giving of the Old Covenant (Acts 7:38, 53; Gal. 3:19;
Heb. 2:2). Angels occupied a prominent place in the old age which they do
not occupy in the new age (Heb. 2:5-9).
Paul counters this backward cult with an emphasis on the new creation in
Christ which makes all of these things outmoded for the Christian. These
observances are a denial of Christ's work and person as the content of
God's mystery and the bringer of the new order (Col. 1:25-28; 2:2, 3, 9). If
we understand this crucial perspective, we are now in a position to deal
with Col. 2:16.
b.

Necessary Conclusions

What is it that Paul is concerned to guard against in the observance of
Sabbaths? Paul tells us in v. 17 he is concerned about any observance of
the Sabbath as a shadow. He wants to guard against any observance of
days which is a denial of the New Creation in Christ, any observance which
ignores or depreciates the new day brought by Christ. The seventh day
Sabbath was such a shadow. Its observance is, therefore, not mandatory
for the Christian who understands that the shadows of the old order have
passed in the blazing light of the revelation of God's mystery in Christ. The
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old Sabbath was a shadow and a mystery. To observe it is just to confess
that God has not yet revealed in Christ the shadows and mysteries of the
old order. This is, of course, to deny Christ. This perspective warrants
three conclusions regarding the relation of this passage to the question of
the weekly Sabbath.
(1) Paul's great concern here is not the mere observance of days, nor
even the observance of days by means of a holy rest (Rom. 14:5, 6). His
concern is the observance of anything as a shadow. He does not equate
observing Sabbaths with legalism, but with superstition.
(2) The term Sabbaths is a technical reference to the seventh day
Sabbath of the old order. That is to say it is a reference to an institution of
the old order not to a mode of observing holy days. The abolition of the
seventh day Sabbath does not, therefore, carry with it the inference that (1)
There is no Lord's Day. (or) (2) The Lord's Day is not to be observed by a
holy rest.
(3) The Lord's Day even observed by means of a holy rest is not a
shadow or mystery. It is a sign of Christ's resurrection by which He brought
to light life and immortality. It is part of the body, the fulfillment, which
belongs to Christ. It is not a dark shadow, but a blazing testimony to the
fulfillment brought in by Christ. The seventh day Sabbath and the Lord's
Day are two similar institutions in that they embody a common moral
principle. Yet, they are also two different institutions. The great difference
between them is that the one was a shadow or a mystery pointing forward
to Christ. The other is not. This difference, then, has nothing to do with
whether their observance should involve a holy rest or Sabbath.
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Section 3: Its Precedents
General Introduction:
If one is by biblical conviction a Protestant and denies that churchly
tradition possesses any divine authority, church history or historical
theology can never be the root out of which his doctrinal convictions grow.
Nevertheless, while Protestants cannot ascribe authority to church history,
neither can they ignore it. This is certainly true of that area of doctrinal
conviction which is more specifically the concern of Christian ethics. The
study of church history, while it may never challenge the Word of God, may
properly challenge, inform, and refine our fallible interpretations of it.
What William Cunningham, a faithful son of the Protestant Reformation,
says of the early fathers is true of this subject in general.
Whatever weight may be ascribed to the opinions of the fathers, and
on whatever grounds the weight that is ascribed to them may be
made to rest, no one disputes the propriety and the importance of
ascertaining, as far as we can, what their views really were; and most
theologians in modern times, whatever opinions they may entertain
upon the general question of the deference to be paid to the fathers,
have shown some desire to exhibit in their own behalf the testimony
of the early church, whenever it could with any plausibility be
adduced; and this has given rise to a great deal of learned,
voluminous, and often intricate and wearisome discussion.....Both in
these more ancient and in more modern times, men have acted upon
a notion, more or less distinctly conceived, and more or less earnestly
maintained, that the fact of a doctrine or system of doctrines having
been held by the early church, afforded some presumption that it had
been taught by the apostles. As a general position, this may,
perhaps, be admitted to be true; but it needs to be very cautiously
applied, and to be restricted within very narrow limits.56
This study of the church-historical precedents of the `Christian Sabbath'
must necessarily be selective. Yet there are two church-historical
questions with reference to this issue which are of importance on this
subject. Those two questions have to do with the Lord's Day in the
Apostolic Fathers and the Lord's Day in Calvin's thought.
56

Cunningham, Historical Theology, vol. 1, p. 176.
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The selection of these two aspects of church history does not require
extensive justification, but some comment is appropriate. The Apostolic
Fathers are the earliest post-apostolic (and, thus, un-inspired) writers of the
Christian church. Standing at that early position in church history, we
naturally expect to find in them some corroborating evidence for our
interpretation of the New Testament. For this reason their writings hold an
unusual interest for Christians.
Calvin, similarly, stands as the principal figure of the Reformed tradition.
For those who stand in the Reformed tradition his views on any subject
cannot but be of intense interest. This is particularly the case when it is
understood that it was within the precincts of the Reformed tradition that
the modern Christian Sabbatarian tradition primarily developed. For those
who claim standing in the Reformed tradition it is, at least, of polemic
significance to be able to claim so seminal a thinker as Calvin for their
understanding of the Lord's Day issue.
I.

The Lord's Day in the Apostolic Fathers

Two questions are to be addressed here. They are substantially the same
two questions which occupied our attention as we studied the New
Testament's material of the Lord's Day.
A.
B.

The Question of the Apostolic Origin of the Lord's Day
The Question of the Sabbatic Character of the Lord's Day

A.

The Question of the Apostolic Origin of the Lord's Day
1.

The Presentation of the Evidence

There are four references to the Lord's Day in the period of the Apostolic
Fathers.
A. D. 107 -- Ignatius
Those, then, who lived by ancient practices, arrived at a new
hope. They ceased to keep the Sabbath and lived by the Lord's
Day, on which our life as well as theirs shone forth, thanks to
Him and his death, though some deny this.57
57

Magnesians, 9:1; Richardson, p. 96.
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A. D. 100 -- Didache (Richardson supports an ancient origin for this
section of the Didache. Note the section with reference to prophets
which immediately precedes it.)58
On every Lord's Day--his special day--come together and break
bread and give thanks, first confessing your sins so that your
sacrifice may be pure.59
A. D. 131 -- Barnabas
Your present Sabbaths are not acceptable to Me, but that is
which I have made, (namely this,) when, giving rest to all
things, I shall make a beginning of the eighth day, that is, a
beginning of another world. Wherefore, also, we keep the
eighth day with joyfulness, the day also on which Jesus rose
again from the dead. And when He had manifested Himself,
He ascended into the heavens.60
A. D. 112 -- Pliny (Though Pliny is, of course, not an Apostolic
Father, his reference to the Lord's Day is cited here because of its
being demonstrably of their period.)
But they maintained that their fault or error amounted to nothing
more than this: they were in the habit of meeting on a certain
fixed day before sunrise and reciting an antiphonal hymn to
Christ as God, and binding themselves with an oath-not to
commit any crime, but to abstain from all acts of theft, robbery
and adultery, from breaches of faith, from denying a trust when
called upon to honour it. After this, they went on, it was their
custom to separate, and then meet again to partake of food, but
food of an ordinary and innocent kind.61

58

Richardson, pp. 162-166.

59

Didache, 14:1; Richardson, p. 178.

60

Epistle of Barnabas, ch. 15; ANF, vol. l, p. 147.

61

Bruce, Spreading Flame, p. 170)
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Schaff's conclusion from this evidence sums up the case for the Apostolic
origin of the Lord's Day very well.
The celebration of the Lord's Day in memory of the resurrection of
Christ dates undoubtedly from the apostolic age. Nothing short of
apostolic precedent can account for the universal religious
observance in the churches of the second century. There is no
dissenting voice. This custom is confirmed by the testimonies of the
earliest post-apostolic writers, as Barnabas, Ignatius, and Justin
Martyr. It is also confirmed by the younger Pliny. The Didache calls
the first day "the Lord's Day of the Lord."62
Schaff's conclusion is further confirmed by the widely varying geographical
origins of these four documents. They come respectively from Antioch in
Syria, the Eastern Mediterranean area generally, Alexandria, and Bithynia
in Asia Minor.
2.

The Significance of the Evidence.

Two positions are, historically speaking, most questionable in light of this
evidence. The first is what may be called the extreme continuity view. By
this title I intend to designate the view of the 7th day Sabbatarians, i.e. the
7th day Adventists. Clearly, the church in the period of the Apostolic
Fathers regarded the first day of the week and not the Jewish Sabbath as
its special day of worship. The second view is what may be called the
extreme discontinuity view. By this title I intend those who deny all
distinction of days under the New Covenant, i.e. Robert Morey63 and
certain Dispensationalists.
Given the contrast and antithesis drawn by the Apostolic Fathers between
the Sabbath and the Lord's Day, any view of the Christian Sabbath which
sees little or no discontinuity between Sabbath and Lord's Day except a
mere change of the day is also questionable in terms of the historical
evidence. (Some of the more extreme Puritans may have held such a
position, though not ones like John Owen.)
62

Schaff, vol. 2, p. 94.

63

Baptist Reformation Review, First Quarter, 1979, Number 1, Volume 8,
Robert A. Morey, "Is Sunday the `Christian Sabbath?'", pp. 3ff. (Note
especially p. 17.)
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For purposes of clarity four positions on this issue may be distinguished
ranging from the extreme discontinuity position on the one hand to the
extreme continuity position on the other. Beginning with the former position
we may distinguish the No Distinction of Days position (NDD), the Nonsabbatic Lord's Day position (NLD), the Sabbatic Lord's Day position
(SLD), and the Seventh Day Sabbath position (SDS). At this point in our
study, we may rate these positions in terms of their correspondence with
the historical evidence as follows.
A DIAGRAM OF
THE HISTORICAL PROBABILITY OF THE VARIOUS POSITIONS
ON THE LORD'S DAY
BASED ON THE LITERATURE OF THE PERIOD OF THE APOSTOLIC
FATHERS
NDD

NLD

SLD

SDS

???

---?

---

???

KEY:
??? = VERY IMPROBABLE
?= IMPROBABLE
--- = POSSIBLE
B.

The Question of the Sabbatic Character of the Lord's Day
1.

The Nature of the Question

There are two sine qua non's of a Sabbatic Lord's Day position. First,
Lord's Day observance embodies cessation from all unnecessary labors.
The Lord's Day is a day of rest, though not of superstitious or legalistic
cessation. Second, Lord's Day observance embodies continuity with Old
Testament Sabbath observance, though not to the denial of all discontinuity
between the Sabbath and the Lord's Day.
2.

The Necessity of Caution

The historical evidence is of less significance on this than the previous
issue. Two reasons may be given in support of this assertion. First, it is a
less general, more precise issue Recall introduction. The distinction
between a non-sabbatic view of the Lord's Day and a sabbatic view of the
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Lord's Day is clearly more subtle than the broad distinctions discussed
under the first question. See the diagram above. Second, it is a less
external more theological issue. Theology tends to change faster than
practice. Tradition tends to conserve practices after their theological
rationale has disappeared.
3.

The Evaluation of the Evidence

Here I have included later 2nd Century evidence so as to avoid any
appearance of bias.
a.

Evidence against the Sabbatic view of the Lord's

Day.
1)

Presented
a)

Ignatius, Magnesians, 9:1

Ignatius appears to contrast the Sabbath and the Lord's Day rather than to
set them in a relation of continuity.
Those, then, who lived by ancient practices, arrived at a new hope.
They ceased to keep the Sabbath and lived by the Lord's Day, on
which our life as well as theirs shone forth, thanks to Him and his
death, though some deny this.
b)

Justin Martyr (c. 160)

As mentioned above, I have included Justin Martyr here even though he is
not from the period of the Apostolic Fathers. I have done so, because he
may be cited as a primary reference for a non-sabbatic view of the Lord's
Day.
-

Fragment XV

Here Justin teaches that the 7th day was to be unending. This is often,
though not always an anti-sabbatarian position.
And the fact that it was not said of the seventh day equally with the
other days. "And there was evening, and there was morning," is a
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distinct indication of the consummation which is to take place in it
before it is finished . . .64
-

Dialog with Trypho, the Jew, 12

Here Justin teaches that the New Covenant Sabbath is perpetual. This
also sounds quite like a non-sabbatic view of the Lord's Day.
The new law requires you to keep perpetual sabbath, and you,
because you are idle for one day, suppose you are pious, not
discerning why this has been commanded you: and if you eat
unleavened bread, you say the will of God has been fulfilled. The
Lord our God does not take pleasure in such observances: if there is
any perjured person or a thief among you, let him cease to be so; if
any adulterer, let him repent; then he has kept the sweet and true
sabbaths of God. If any one has impure hands, let him wash and be
pure.65
-

Dialog with Trypho, the Jew, 19,
27

Here Justin asserts that there was no Sabbath before Moses. Again this is
a typically, though not necessarily, non-sabbatic view of the Lord's Day.
Moreover, all those righteous men already mentioned, though they kept no
Sabbaths, were pleasing to God; and after them Abraham with all his
descendants until Moses, under whom your nation appeared unrighteous
and ungrateful to God, making a calf in the wilderness....Or why did He not
teach those- who are called righteous and pleasing to Him, who lived
before Moses and Abraham, who were not circumcised in their foreskin,
and observed no Sabbaths-to keep these institutions?66
-

Dialog with Trypho, the Jew, 21

Again in a way typical of a non-sabbatic view of the Lord's Day Justin
teaches that the Sabbath was only a sign like other Mosaic precepts.
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66
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Moreover, that God enjoined you to keep the Sabbath, and impose
on you other precepts for a sign, as I have already said, on account
of your unrighteousness, and that of your fathers, as He declares that
for the sake of the nations, lest His name be profaned among them,
therefore He permitted some of you to remain alive, these words of
His can prove to you: they are narrated by Ezekiel thus: I am the
Lord your God; walk in My statutes, and keep My judgments, and
take no part in the customs of Egypt; and hallow My Sabbaths; and
they shall be a sign between Me and you, that ye may know that I am
the Lord your God.67
2)

Evaluated.

While one must avoid the tendency to explain away data which appears to
contradict one's own position, several remarks will serve to put the above
data in perspective.
The contrast of Ignatius is an implied parallel. Just as the Pauline contrast
between Adam and Christ is also an implied parallel. To use a non-biblical
illustration, when Joe was substituted for Bill at 3rd base, there is
discontinuity, but there is also continuity, because both played the same
position. In Ignatius' statement both the Sabbath and the Lord's Day, so to
speak, occupy the same position in their respective economies.
The polemic necessity of Justin and the early church tended to blind them
to continuity. It must be remembered that Justin was arguing with a Jew
and so could be expected emphasize the differences between Christianity
and Judaism, and not their similarities. Thus, the historical situation tended
to emphasize the differences and disguise the parallels between
Christianity and Judaism. This imbalance is not surprising. As time passed
the parallels and continuity between the Old Testament and New
Testament economies would be more evident. Illustration of this may be
gleaned from the experience of moving to a different area of the country.
Those who have had this experience will attest that it is the differences
which are first noticed. In several years, however, the differences which
appeared so stark at first may seem much less important and the parallels
and continuity of life wherever one lives will be more impressive. The same
67
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psychological principle appears to have influenced early Christians as they
analyzed the relationship between Judaism and Christianity.
Finally, note what is glaringly missing in this evidence. There is no
evidence--zero--that Christians worked on the Lord's Day. Not a line of
proof for this frequently assumed idea is found in the Apostolic Fathers.
Slaves may have worked out of necessity, but there is no evidence even for
this.
b.
Evidence for the Christian Sabbath view of the
Lord's Day, (the Sabbatic Lord's Day view.)
1)
Evidence for a broader observance of the
Lord's Day than that usually associated with a non-Sabbatic Lord's Day
position.
In Ignatius' statement cited above, "living in observance of the Lord's
day,"68 a way of life is implied. This appears to be evidence for a broader
observance of the Lord's Day than that usually associated with a
non-Sabbatic Lord's Day position.
The statement in the Didache cited above, "the Lord's day of the Lord,"69 is
translated by Richardson "On every Lord's day, his special day." There is
an emphasis here which does not accord with the rather casual view of the
Lord's Day characteristic of a non-sabbatic position.
Pliny implies that there were 2 distinct services on the Lord's Day.
But they maintained that their fault or error amounted to nothing more
than this: they were in the habit of meeting on a certain fixed day
before sunrise and reciting an antiphonal hymn to Christ as God, and
binding themselves with an oath-not to commit any crime, but to
abstain from all acts of theft, robbery and adultery, from breaches of
faith, from denying a trust when called upon to honour it. After this,
they went on, it was their custom to separate, and then meet again to
partake of food, but food of an ordinary and innocent kind.70
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Justin Martyr parallels this with his description of Christian worship where
he says that "all from city and country assembled." The worship so
described would appear to have been so time-consuming that--practically
speaking--Sabbath observance would have been necessary.
And on the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country
gather together to one place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the
writings or the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when
the reader has ceased, the president verbally instructs, and exhorts
to the imitation of these good things. Then we all rise together and
pray, and, as we before said, when our prayer is ended, bread and
wine and water are brought, and the president in like manner offers
prayers and thanksgivings, according to his ability, and the people
assent, saying Amen; and there is a distribution to each, and a
participation of that over which thanks have been given, and to those
who are absent a portion is sent by the deacons. And they who are
well to do and willing, give what each thinks fit; and what is collected
is deposited with the president, who succours the orphans and
widows, and those who, through sickness or any other cause, are in
want, and those who are in beds, and the strangers sojourning
among us, and in a word takes care of all who are in need. But
Sunday is the day on which we all hold our common assembly,
because it is the first day on which God, having wrought a change in
the darkness and matter, made the world; and Jesus Christ our
Saviour on the same day rose from the dead. For He was crucified
on the day before that of Saturn (Saturday); and on the day after that
of Saturn, which is the day of the Sun, having appeared to His
apostles and disciples, He taught them these things, which we have
submitted to you also for your consideration.71
2)
concerning the Lord's Day

Evidence for a Sabbatic mode of thought

Justin Martyr in the year 160 gives the Lord's Day a creational context.
But Sunday is the day on which we all hold our common assembly,
because it is the first day on which God, having wrought a change in
the darkness and matter, made the world; and Jesus Christ our
Saviour on the same day rose from the dead. For He was crucified
71

First Apology, ch. 67, ANF, vol. 1, p. 186.
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on the day before that of Saturn (Saturday); and on the day after that
on Saturn, which is the day of the Sun, having appeared to His
apostles and disciples, He taught them these things, which we have
submitted to you also for your consideration.72
In 170 Dionysius of Corinth says (according to Schaff's translation), "today
we kept the Lord's day holy."73 The ANF translation is, "we passed this holy
Lord's day."74
In the year 200 Tertullian is the first to teach explicitly and overtly the
necessity of the cessation of labor on the Lord's Day.
Tertullian, at the close of the second and the beginning of the third
century, views the Lord's Day as figurative of rest from and typical of
man's final rest, and says: "We have nothing to do with Sabbaths,
new moons or the Jewish festivals, much less with those of the
heathen. We have our own solemnities, the Lord's Day, for instance,
and Pentecost. As the heathen confine themselves to their festivals
and do not observe ours, let us confine ourselves to ours and not
meddle with those belonging to them. He thought it wrong to fast on
the Lord's Day, or to pray kneeling during its continuance. "Sunday
we give to joy." But he also considered it Christian duty to abstain
from secular care and labor, lest we give place to the devil. This is
the first express evidence of cessation from labor on Sunday among
Christians. The habit of standing in prayer on Sunday, which
Tertullian regarded as essential to the festive character of the day,
and which was sanctioned by an ecumenical council, was afterwards
abandoned by the western church.75
In the year 131 Barnabas calls the eighth day, a clear reference to the
Lord's Day, a Sabbath. This is evidence of the most explicit variety that the
Sabbatic view of the Lord's Day was current in the period of the Apostolic
Fathers. It is implied that it is such as a result of the new creation.
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Further, He says to them, "Your new moons and your Sabbaths I
cannot endure." Ye perceive how He speaks: Your present
Sabbaths are not acceptable to Me but that is which I have made,
(namely this,) when, giving rest to all things, I shall make a beginning
of the eighth day, that is, a beginning of another world. Wherefore,
also, we keep the eighth day with joyfulness, the day also on which
Jesus rose again from the dead. And when He had manifested
Himself, He ascended into the heavens.76
C.
Concluding Observations on the Historical Evidence for the
Lord's Day
1.
Charity is warranted towards those who hold a high,
though non-sabbatic, view of the Lord's Day. This position, though
unsatisfactory in many regards, acknowledges the apostolic origin of the
Lord's Day and avoids the extremes of those who deny any sanction
beyond preference to the Lord's Day.
2.
Confidence is warranted in the historical defensibility of a
moderate Christian Sabbath (or a Sabbatic Lord's Day) position. The
evidence from the earliest period of the church is, to say the least, more
amenable to this position than any other.
3.
Rejection on the plane of historical defensibility is
necessary for the seventh-day Sabbatarian position and the no distinction
of day’s position. The words of Schaff bear quotation again at this point.
The celebration of the Lord's Day in memory of the resurrection of Christ
dates undoubtedly from the apostolic age. Nothing short of apostolic
precedent can account for the universal religious observance in the
churches of the second century. There is no dissenting voice.77 78
II.

The Lord's Day in Calvin's Thought
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Later 2nd Century references to Lord's Day are not mentioned in this
treatment. Cf. Irenaeus fragment VII, (ANF vol. 1, p. 569). Melito of Sardis'
lost work, (ANF vol. 8, p. 758.)
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A.

Partisan Reaction
1.

Sabbatarian Claims

Calvin has not infrequently been cited in support of Christian
Sabbatarianism by later exponents of the Puritan view of the Sabbath. It is
not, of course, surprising that Calvin's reputation would, if possible, be
enlisted in support of any view taught by those in Reformed tradition. The
enlistment of Calvin's name in support of the Puritan view of the Sabbath
originated in the work most closely associated with its birth. Nicholas
Bound was the author of the first extensive Puritan interpretation of the
Sabbath commandment.79 John Primus remarks, “Nicholas bound was
acquainted with the writings of Calvin, surely regarded himself as a follower
of Calvin, and even appealed to Calvin in support of some of his views on
the Sabbath."80 Later Primus notes that these numerous citations come
from Calvin's commentaries and even more numerously from Calvin's
sermons on Deuteronomy. He then remarks:
On the other hand, it is significant that there are no references at all
to Calvin's Institutes in spite of the fact that they were well known and
widely used at Cambridge and must have been well known to Bound.
They were also available to Bound in his own language.81
Thus, in the seminal Puritan work on the Sabbath Calvin is extensively--but
as Primus notes--selectively cited. Bound's selectivity in citing Calvin
provides a nice transition to...
2.

Anti-sabbatarian Counter-claims

If the father of Puritan Sabbatarianism can quote Calvin in favor of his
position extensively, the adversaries of it have quoted him against Puritan
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This treatise was entitled, The Doctrine of the Sabbath, (London,
Orwin for Porter and Man, 1595).
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Sabbatarianism both frequently and emphatically. Robert Morey makes his
view of Calvin's position very plain:
The early church did not see any relationship between the Lord's Day
and the Fourth Commandment. The Sabbath was viewed as a
ceremonial law fulfilled in Christ.... The pre-Reformers and early
Reformers threw out the medieval Catholic Sabbath and returned to
the theology of the early church (cf. Dr. Richard Gaffin, Calvin and the
Sabbath).82
Albertus Pieters maintains a similar perspective when he remarks:
Since the Reformation, three views with regard to the Fourth
Commandment that very sharply differ from one another have been
held within churches usually called Reformed, or Calvinistic. .... The
best known is probably the Westminster view. It is stated in the
Shorter Catechism ... and in almost identical wording in the
Westminster Confession of Faith (1647), chapter 21, section 7.... At
the opposite pole from this view is that of John Calvin, who denied
that the Fourth Commandment has any authority as a rule of conduct
for the Christian. This is stated in the Institutes ...83
These partisan reactions to the teaching of John Calvin with respect to the
Sabbath constitute a call for a careful and balanced exposition of his
statements on the subject and a warning against a superficial assessment
in which our own partisan prejudices are used to filter Calvin's teaching and
make it approximate our own views. They also focus attention on what
appears to be a discrepancy between the remarks of Calvin in his
commentaries and sermons on the subject and the exposition of the
subject in the Institutes.
B.

Balanced Exposition
1.

The Methodological Question
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The Calvin Forum, January, 1941, "Three Views of the Fourth
Commandment," by Albertus Pieters, p. 119.
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It is useful to begin this attempt at a balanced exposition of Calvin's views
on this subject by examining a question of methodology. The relative
importance of the teaching of Calvin in the Institutes as opposed to that of
his sermons and commentaries has been disputed.84 It cannot be
maintained that the Institutes represent Calvin's earlier views since the final
greatly expanded edition appeared in 1559 only five years before his death.
Furthermore, Calvin did in some sense explicitly ascribe a systematic
importance to the Institutes as compared to his commentaries. Calvin
intended the second and subsequent editions of the Institutes as a
companion volume to his commentaries. Thus, he avoided the necessity of
taking up doctrinal themes in his commentaries and could maintain their
brevity.85
On the other hand, it would be plainly wrong to allow the systematic
importance of the Institutes to blind us to the plain assertions of Calvin's
other writings. It would be particularly wrong to allow our understanding of
the Institutes to make us ignore other clear statements of Calvin. It would
certainly be misguided to allow our interpretations of Calvin to be
uninformed by the teaching of the other writings. Thus, no regulative or
exclusive authority can be ascribed to the Institutes as opposed to Calvin's
commentaries and sermons. These other writings must be allowed to
supplement and inform our understanding of Calvin's position.
2.

The Major Sources

If we are to achieve, then, a balanced exposition of Calvin's view of the
Sabbath, we must take into account at least three major sources of
information: the Institutes, 2:8:28-3486; the Commentary on Genesis, 2:2,
387; and the Sermons on the Ten Commandments based on Deuteronomy
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5, #5 and #6.88 These are the strategic sources, but, of course, Calvin's
commentaries may be consulted at the other relevant places in Scripture
and particularly his exposition of Exodus 20:8-11.
a.

Institutes, 2:8:28-34

The opening remarks of Calvin on the Fourth Commandment make clear
both the major theme of Calvin's treatment and its inherent complexity.
The end of this precept is, that, being dead to our own affections and
works, we should meditate on the kingdom of God, and be exercised
in that meditation in the observance of his institutions. But, as it has
an aspect peculiar and distinct from the others, it requires a little
different kind of exposition. The fathers frequently call it a shadowy
commandment, because it contains the external observance of the
day, which was abolished with the rest of the figures at the advent of
Christ. And there is much truth in their observation; but it reaches
only half of the subject. Wherefore it is necessary to seek further for
an exposition, and to consider three causes, on which I think this
commandment to rest. (2:8:28)
The opening words of this quotation state what may justly be called the
major theme of Calvin's view of the Sabbath. It is for Calvin an ordinance
intended to point the Jews to a kind of spiritual rest in which we rest from or
die to our sins and have God work in us spiritual grace. Even here,
however, the complications of Calvin's view begin to become clear. Calvin
goes on to mention in the same sentence that not only should we "meditate
on the kingdom of God", but also "be exercised in that meditation in the
observance of his institutions." What institutions Calvin has in mind will be
made clear as this exposition proceeds.
The internal tensions in Calvin's view are also evident in his mention of the
fathers calling the Sabbath a shadowy commandment. Calvin is attracted
to this statement, but also not wholly satisfied with it, "it reaches only half of
the subject."
The complexity of Calvin's view is finally made plain by the ensuing
statement that because of the inadequacy of viewing the Sabbath as
88
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merely a shadowy commandment, we must consider three causes for this
commandment. Calvin's own summary of those three causes must be
examined.
The first cause of the commandment to rest is stated as follows: "For it
was the design of the heavenly Lawgiver, under the rest of the seventh
day, to give the people of Israel a figure of spiritual rest, by which the
faithful ought to refrain from their own works, in order to leave God to work
within them" (2:8:28). Paragraphs 29-31 are taken up with this first cause
of the Sabbath commandment. In those paragraphs Calvin describes this
cause as "the principal design of the Sabbath" (2:8:29). He states (in
2:8:31) that it is "the mystery, which is principally exhibited" in this
commandment. He goes on to argue that "all it contained of a ceremonial
nature was without doubt abolished by the advent of Christ." He concludes
this paragraph by asserting, “Christians therefore ought to depart from all
superstitious observance of days."
Clearly, perspectives like this are given little voice in the Westminster
Confession's treatment of the Sabbath. Just as clearly they appear to
anticipate the Anti-sabbatarian polemic against the Puritan Sabbath.
Before, however, Calvin is crowned king of the Anti-sabbatarians, we must
recall that this is only the first of three causes Calvin finds for the Sabbath.
Most significant are the words with which Calvin begins his treatment of the
second and third causes in 2:8:32.
As the two latter causes, however, ought not to be numbered among
the ancient shadows, but are equally suitable to all ages, --though the
sabbath is abrogated, yet it is still customary among us to assemble
on stated days for hearing the word, for breaking the mystic bread,
and for public prayers; and also to allow servants a remission from
their labour. That in commanding the sabbath, the Lord had regard to
both these things, cannot be doubted.
The third cause of the Sabbath is the one of least interest to Calvin in the
Institutes. In his opening summary in 2:8:28 he states it this way: "Thirdly,
he thought it right that servants, and persons living under the jurisdiction of
others, should be indulged with a day of rest, that they might enjoy some
remission from their labour." Calvin's only further statements about this
cause are his brief citation of evidence for it in 2:8:32 and his re-statement
of it in his concluding summary in 2:8:34.
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Calvin states the second cause of the Sabbath as follows:
His design was, secondly, that there should be a stated day, on which
they might assemble together to hear the law and perform the
ceremonies, or at least which they might especially devote to
meditations on his works; that by this recollection they might be led to
exercises of piety. (2:8:28)
Here is probably that to which Calvin alluded in his opening sentence in
making mention of being "exercised in that meditation in the observance of
his institutions." Thus, in this second cause we have the weight which
balances Calvin's emphasis on the ceremonial and mystic nature of the
Sabbath. He expounds this second cause in the last half of paragraph 32,
paragraph 33, and the first half of paragraph 34.
Calvin begins this exposition by making clear that both the second and third
causes are important for the church.
Who can deny that both these things are as proper for us as for the
Jews? Assemblies of the Church are enjoined in the Divine word,
and the necessity of them is sufficiently known even from the
experience of life. Unless there be stated days appointed for them,
how can they be held? .... But if we feel the same necessity, to relieve
which the Lord enjoined the sabbath upon the Jews, let no one plead
that it does not belong to us. (2:8:32)
Calvin proceeds at this point to defend his position against "some unquiet
spirits" who "have been raising noisy contentions respecting the Lord's
Day. They complain that Christians are tinctured with Judaism, because
they retain any observance of days" (2:8:33). Calvin's reply to such people
is based on a distinction that flows directly out of his specification of a
diversity of causes for the Sabbath.
But I reply, that the Lord's day is not observed by us upon the
principles of Judaism; because in this respect the distinction between
us and the Jews is very great. For we celebrate it not with a
scrupulous rigour, as a ceremony which we conceive to be a figure of
some spiritual mystery, but only use it as a remedy necessary to the
preservation of order in the Church. (2:8:33)
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Calvin's point is that the Jewish Sabbath was a shadow pointing to Christ.
Calvin elsewhere teaches (2:8:29) that the stress on and the rigor with
which the Sabbath was observed and enforced in the Old Testament was
associated with its identity as a spiritual mystery. Indeed, Calvin says, to
observe the Lord's Day as a spiritual mystery pointing forward to Christ
would be to Judaize, but to use it simply as an appropriate day set apart for
worship is not.
It is at this point that Calvin makes what appears at first glance an
extraordinary statement with respect to the perpetuity of the Sabbath.
For in the churches which he founded, the sabbath was retained for
this purpose. He prescribes the same day to the Corinthians, for
making collections for the relief of the brethren at Jerusalem. If
superstition be an object of fear, there was more danger of the holy
days of the Jews, than the Lord's days now observed by Christians.
Now, whereas it was expedient for the destruction of superstition, the
day which the Jews kept holy was abolished; and it being necessary
for the preservation of decorum, order, and peace, in the Christian
Church, another day was appointed for the same use. (2:8:33)
Unless this passage is read closely, one could very easily read it as if
Calvin were here calling the Lord's Day a Sabbath and stating that such a
Lord's Day Sabbath was retained by Paul in the churches he founded.
Though our premises would certainly make this a natural interpretation of
the passage, it is not Calvin's point. Sabbath here for Calvin is a literal
reference to the seventh-day Sabbath of the Jews. Calvin is asserting that
for the purpose of the order of worship in the churches he founded, Paul
retained the seventh-day Sabbath of the Jews. This interpretation is
established beyond doubt by a reference to Calvin's commentary on this
passage. Commenting on 1 Cor. 16:2 Calvin writes:
The end is this--that they may have their alms ready in time. He
therefore exhorts them not to wait till he came, as anything that is
done suddenly, and in a bustle, is not done well, but to contribute on
the Sabbath what might seem good, and according as every one's
ability might enable--that is, on the day on which they held their
sacred assemblies. The clause rendered on one of the Sabbaths ...
Chrysostom explains to mean--the first Sabbath. In this I do not
agree with him; for Paul means rather that they should contribute,
one on one Sabbath and another on another; or even each of them
118

every Sabbath, if they chose. For he has an eye, first of all, to
convenience, and farther, that the sacred assembly, in which the
communion of the saints is celebrated, might be an additional spur to
them. Nor am I more inclined to admit the view taken by
Chrysostom--that the term Sabbath is employed here to mean the
Lord's day, (Rev. 1:10,) for the probability is, that the Apostles, at the
beginning, retained the day that was already in use, but that
afterwards constrained by the superstition of the Jews, they set aside
that day and substituted another.89
These comments shed light on the somewhat obscure statement by Calvin
with which we are dealing. Clearly, Calvin is saying that the Corinthians
held their public meetings on the seventh-day Sabbath at the time Paul
wrote his epistle to them, and that it was for this reason that he chose that
day for the collection. To Calvin's mind it was only later because of the
superstition of the Jews that the first day of the week was chosen for
Christian gatherings.
This is, of course, an extraordinary interpretation of the passage. It is one
which is certainly incorrect both exegetically and historically. Nevertheless,
it prevents us from claiming that in the passage from the Institutes cited
above Paul calls the Lord's Day a Sabbath or teaches the perpetuity of the
Sabbath.
From another standpoint, however, this unusual interpretation does put in
relief just how important to Calvin was the idea of the practical necessity of
a day of rest set aside for worship. He further comments on 1 Cor. 16:2.
We may, however, readily infer from this passage, that believers have
always had a certain day of rest from labour--not as if the worship of
God consisted in idleness, but because it is of importance for the
common harmony, that a certain day should be appointed for holding
sacred assemblies, as they cannot be held every day. For as to
Paul's forbidding elsewhere (Gal. iv. 10) that any distinction should be
made between one day and another, that must be understood to be
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with a view to religion, and not with a view to polity or external
order.90
Calvin concludes his treatment of the Fourth Commandment by again
balancing the themes found in his first and second causes of the Sabbath
against one another. In 2:8:34 he first stresses the fact that the Sabbath
was a mystery fulfilled and abolished in Christ.
Thus vanish all the dreams of the false prophets, who in past ages
have infected the people with a Jewish notion, affirming that nothing
but the ceremonial part of this commandment, which, according to
them, is the appointment of the seventh day, has been abrogated, but
that the moral part of it, that is, the observance of one day in seven,
still remains. But this is only changing the day in contempt of the
Jews, while they retain the same opinion of the holiness of a day; for
on this principle the same mysterious signification would still be
attributed to particular days, which they formerly obtained among the
Jews.
Taken by itself, of course, this appears to be all the evidence Antisabbatarians might need to claim Calvin as their champion. Nonetheless,
Calvin concludes on a balancing note which forms a nice transition to the
two other major sources to which we must now turn. This balancing note
stresses the general theme of the practical necessity of a day for worship.
But the principal thing to be remembered is the general doctrine; that,
lest religion decay or languish among us, sacred assemblies ought
diligently to be held, and that we ought to use those external means
which are adapted to support the worship of God.
By external means Calvin clearly means a day of rest for worship. Note
particularly that he calls the use of such external means the principal thing
to be remembered from the Fourth Commandment.
b.

Commentary on Genesis, 2:2, 3
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120

Our exposition of the Institutes has shown that there are complications and
complexities in his position which should introduce a note of caution into
any claim that he was in the camp of those who later opposed the Puritan
Sabbath. Nonetheless, it would be less than honest if it were not admitted
that the Calvin's treatment in that place has the overall ring of Antisabbatarianism.
It may be more than a little surprising to many that in his comments on
Gen. 2:2, 3 Calvin adopts exegetical positions now clearly identified with
Sabbatarian views. Calvin's comments are by themselves sufficient
vindication of the fact that he regards the Sabbath as appointed at creation
for all mankind in all ages.
God therefore sanctifies the seventh day, when he renders it
illustrious, that by a special law it may be distinguished from the rest.
Whence it also appears, that God always had respect to the welfare
of men. I have said above, that six days were employed in the
formation of the world; not that God, to whom one moment is as a
thousand years, had need of this succession of time, but that he
might engage us in the consideration of his works. He had the same
end in view in the appointment of his own rest, for he set apart a day
selected out of the remainder for this special use. Wherefore, that
benediction is nothing else than a solemn consecration, by which
God claims for himself the meditations and employments of men on
the seventh day. This is, indeed, the proper business of the whole
life, in which men should daily exercise themselves, to consider the
infinite goodness, justice, power, and wisdom of God, in this
magnificent theatre of heaven and earth. But, lest men should prove
less sedulously attentive to it than they ought, every seventh day has
been especially selected for the purpose of supplying what was
wanting in their daily meditation. First, therefore, God rested; then he
blessed this rest, that in all ages it might be held sacred among men:
or he dedicated every seventh day to rest, that his own example
might be a perpetual rule.
In case any doubt remains that Calvin here views the Sabbath as a
"creation ordinance", he later distinguishes between this creation ordinance
of the Sabbath and the new precept given to the Jews.
Afterwards, in the Law, a new precept concerning the Sabbath was
given, which should be peculiar to the Jews, and but for a season;
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because it was a legal ceremony shadowing forth a spiritual rest, the
truth of which was manifested in Christ. Therefore the Lord the more
frequently testifies that he had given, in the Sabbath, a symbol of
sanctification to his ancient people. Therefore when we hear that the
Sabbath was abrogated by the coming of Christ, we must distinguish
between what belongs to the perpetual government of human life,
and what properly belongs to ancient figures, the use of which was
abolished when the truth was fulfilled. Spiritual rest is the
mortification of the flesh; so that the sons of God should no longer
live unto themselves, or indulge their own inclination. So far as the
Sabbath was a figure of this rest, I say, it was but for a season; but
inasmuch as it was commanded to men from the beginning that they
might employ themselves in the worship of God, it is right that it
should continue to the end of the world.
Reference to the creation origin of the Sabbath also occurs in Calvin's
comments on Exodus 20:11. There he says:
From this passage it may be probably conjectured that the hallowing
of the Sabbath was prior to the Law; and undoubtedly what Moses
before narrated, that they were forbidden to gather the manna on the
seventh day, seems to have had its origin from a well-known and
received custom; whilst it is not credible that the observance of the
Sabbath was omitted, when God revealed the rite of sacrifice to the
holy (Fathers). But what in the depravity of human nature was
altogether extinct among the heathen nations, and almost obsolete
with the race of Abraham, God renewed in His Law: that the Sabbath
should be honoured by holy and inviolable observance; and this the
impure dogs accounted to be amongst the disgrace of the Jewish
nation.91
A question is raised in another place where Calvin alludes to the creation
origin of the Sabbath. In the Institutes (2:8:34) Calvin remarks:
Yet I do not lay so much stress on the septenary number, that I would
oblige the Church to an invariable adherence to it; nor will I condemn
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those churches which have other solemn days for their assemblies,
provided they keep at a distance from superstition.
In 2:8:32 Calvin adds these thoughts:
But why, it may be asked, do we not rather assemble on every day,
that so all distinction of days may be removed? I sincerely wish that
this were practised; and truly spiritual wisdom would be well worthy of
some portion of time being daily allotted to it; but if the infirmity of
many persons will not admit of daily assemblies, and charity does not
permit us to require more of them, why should we not obey the rule
which we have imposed upon us by the will of God?
At first glance in these passages Calvin seems to be contradicting his
insistence in Gen. 2:2, 3 on the continuance of the Sabbath as a rule for
worship to the end of the world. R. J. Bauckham--who is no Sabbatarian
himself--clearly sees, however, the probable solution to this apparent
contradiction. Speaking of the statements we have just contrasted, he
says:
If these statements are to be reconciled, the most plausible
suggestion is that Calvin regards the requirement of one day in seven
as a minimal requirement; God requires at least that, but it would be
better to worship more often.92
The third source to which we now turn supplements the Sabbatarian
exegesis and theology of Gen. 2:2 and 3 with a practice in Geneva which
can only be called practically Sabbatarian. This practice becomes clear in
Calvin's sermons on the Ten Commandments.
c.

Sermons on the Ten Commandments
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These sermons are based on Deuteronomy 5. The ones of particular
importance to us are #5 and #6.93 In these sermons Calvin distinguishes
the same three causes for the Sabbath commandment. With reference to
the second cause, however, he elaborates at great length on what it
requires by way of observance of the day of set apart for worship.
Now we must come to the second point which emphasizes that the
sabbath day was a [type of] civil order for training the faithful in the
service of God. For that day was ordained in order that the people
might assemble themselves to hear the doctrine of the law preached,
to participate in the sacrifices, [and] to invoke the name of God. With
respect to that, it applies as much to us as to the ancient people....
Now let us consider whether those who call themselves Christians
require of themselves what they should. There is a large group which
thinks that Sunday exists for the purpose of enabling them to attend
to their own affairs and who reserve this day for that [purpose] as if
there were no others throughout the week for deliberating their
business. For though the bell tolls for the sermon, they seem only to
have time for their own affairs and for one thing and another. The
rest glut themselves and are shut up in their houses because they do
not dare display a manifest scorn on the streets; in any case, Sunday
is nothing more than a retreat for them in which they stand aloof from
the church of God....
Moreover, let us realize that is not only for coming to the sermon that
the day of Sunday is instituted, but in order that we might devote all
the rest of the time to praising God. ... And when Sunday is able to
help us practice that, that is to consider the works of God, then
certainly once we have meditated on his works for a long time in
order to know how to benefit from them, we will surrender to him all
the rest of time. For this meditation will already have formed and
polished us, [and] we shall be induced to thank our God on Monday
and all the rest of the week. But when Sunday is spent not only in
pastimes full of vanity, but in things which are entirely contrary to
God, it seems that one has not at all celebrated Sunday [and] that
God has been offended in many ways. Thus when people profane in
this manner the holy order which God has instituted to lead us to
93
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himself, why should they be astonished if all the rest of the week is
degraded?94
These brief citations from Calvin's sermons make clear why even Antisabbatarians admit that the practice of Geneva was practically
Sabbatarian. Primus says:
In fact, Calvin's Geneva was criticized for the practice of a Jewish
"observance of days," an indication, incidentally, that a "Lord's Day"
was quite strictly observed there....Calvin calls for a literal, physical
cessation of daily labor on the Lord's Day, not as an end in itself, but
to provide time for worship of God. Recreational activity should also
be suspended, for such activity interferes with worship as certainly as
daily labor does .... Calvin urges that shop windows be shut on the
Lord's Day, that travel be curtailed and recreation avoided ....95
Bauckham notes:
Second, there is the question of rest on Sunday. Unlike the Jew on
the Mosaic Sabbath, the Christian is required to rest only to be free to
worship. But Calvin sometimes interprets this requirement with
surprising strictness. Both daily work and recreation should be
suspended for the whole duration of the day in order that the whole
day should be devoted to corporate and private worship and religious
instruction.96
Clearly, any Anti-sabbatarian treatment which ignores the complexity of
Calvin's view, neglects his remarks on Gen. 2:2, 3, and ignores the
practically Sabbatarian practice prevalent in Geneva is definitely superficial
in its presentation.
d.

The Authority of the Lord's Day
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One important issue has not come clearly before our view in this overview
of the three major sources for Calvin's view of the Sabbath. It is the
question of the authority upon which the observance of Sunday rests. This
question must now be taken up.
Again, two extreme interpretations of Calvin must be avoided in answering
this question. The danger of these extreme interpretations is related both
to the complications of Calvin's teaching and our own tendency to read him
in light of later developments in the Sabbath debate.
On the one hand, it is easy to glean statements out of Calvin which appear
to deny to the Lord's Day any divine authority. We have seen that Calvin
does not see 1 Cor. 16:2 to be referring to the Lord's Day, but the seventhday Sabbath. Calvin also thinks it "probable" that this is the reference of
Acts 20:7. Furthermore, as we have seen, Calvin does not want to bind the
church to "the septenary number". Yet, as we have also seen, the
probable way in which this statement is to be harmonized with Calvin's
comments on Gen. 2:2, 3 is to understand Calvin as teaching the liberty of
churches to meet more often during the week than merely on one day in
seven. This interpretation is confirmed by Calvin's remark (in his 34th
sermon on Deuteronomy) cited by Primus: "But yet must we observe the
same order of having some day in the week, be it one or two, for that is left
to the free choice of Christians."97
On the other hand, it is easy to read into Calvin statements ideas which
appear to lend to the Lord's Day a divine authority. His comments on
Genesis 2:2, 3 certainly appear to assume that God would with perpetuity
have a Sabbath in all ages.
First, therefore, God rested; then he blessed this rest, that in all ages
it might be held sacred among men: or he dedicated every seventh
day to rest, that his own example might be a perpetual rule....
So far as the Sabbath was a figure of this rest, I say, it was but for a
season; but inasmuch as it was commanded to men from the
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beginning that they might employ themselves in the worship of God, it
is right that it should continue to the end of the world.
Calvin's assertions of the propriety of the Lord's Day for Christian worship
may be placed along side this. In the Institutes Calvin remarks:
However the ancients have not without sufficient reason substituted
what we call the Lord's day in the room of the sabbath. For since the
resurrection of the Lord is the end and consummation of that true
rest, which was adumbrated by the ancient sabbath, the same day
which put an end to the shadows, admonishes Christians not to
adhere to a shadowy ceremony.
According to Primus Calvin makes this similar remark in his 34th sermon
on Deuteronomy:
But to the intent to show the liberty of Christians, the day was
changed, because Jesus Christ in his resurrection did set us free
from the bondage of the law, and cancelled the obligation thereof.
That was the cause why the day was shifted.98
Calvin definitely sees a certain propriety in the use of the first day of the
week for Christians, and it would be easy to read into this the idea of the
divine or apostolic authority of that day. It is at this point that we must
beware of reading too much into Calvin. The simple fact is that Calvin,
while speaking of the propriety of worshipping on the Lord's Day never
makes clear its divine authority. Several points make clear that this
conclusion would be, indeed, quite doubtful. Calvin does not speak in
these quotations of the apostles appointing the day, but of the "ancients".
He does not even speak of the Lord's Day, but of "what we call the Lord's
day". Indeed, for Calvin the whole significance of utilizing this day for
worship appears to be that it underscores "the liberty of Christians".
Calvin's willingness to contemplate both Acts 20:7 and 1 Cor. 16:2 as
speaking of the use of the seventh-day Sabbath by Christian churches for
their regular worship also speaks volumes about his perspective.
Much as it may disappoint us, inconsistent as it may seem to us, we must
conclude that Calvin did not make clear and probably would not have
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spoken of the divine authority of the first day of the week. Here at least
there seems to be a distinction between Calvin and the Puritans.
e.

Summary Conclusions

The time has come to step back and attempt an over-all evaluation of
Calvin. In whose camp shall we place him? The short answer to this
question is, simply, no one's. The Institutes undoubtedly leave at first
glance an Anti-sabbatarian impression, but they warn us about superficial
evaluations by their being structured around the three causes of the
Sabbath. The Commentary on Genesis and the Sermons on the Ten
Commandments tend to support a more Sabbatarian view of Calvin.
(1) Anti-sabbatarians speak of the Sabbath being abolished in Christ.
Calvin certainly speaks this way and inveighs against those who think that
only the appointed day of rest has been changed. He emphasizes that the
Sabbath was a shadow and a mystery which was fulfilled in Christ and that
we must not for this reason observe the Lord's Day as the Jews observed
the Sabbath. In this vein he denounces those who think of any day as holy.
Calvin also associates the rigorous observance of the Sabbath by the Jews
with this mystery character of the Sabbath. Thus, he appears to be arguing
for a less stringent way of observing the day of rest for worship.
(2) To all this, however, Sabbatarians may quite cogently respond.
Sabbatarians need not deny that in one sense the Sabbath was abolished
in Christ. Calvin himself distinguishes between the Creation Sabbath and
the Jewish added later. Sabbatarians need not commit themselves to the
idea that only the appointed day and nothing else has changed for the
Christian. They may acknowledge, many of them do acknowledge, that
Col. 2:16 and 17 and also Gal. 4:10 do refer to the seventh-day Sabbath.
Sabbatarians would probably be willing to speak of the Lord's Day being
holy, but Calvin associates the idea of the holiness of a day with the
mysterious shadow character of the Sabbath. In his sermons on the Ten
Commandments Calvin himself speaks of appointed day of worship as a
"holy order".
But when Sunday is spent not only in pastimes full of vanity, but in
things which are entirely contrary to God, it seems that one has not at
all celebrated Sunday [and] that God has been offended in many
ways. Thus when people profane in this manner the holy order which
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God has instituted to lead us to himself, why should they be
astonished if all the rest of the week is degraded?99
Furthermore, if Calvin sometimes associates a rigorous observance of the
Sabbath with its shadow character, Calvin himself in the sermons just
mentioned argues for an observance of Sunday which would satisfy most
Sabbatarians and horrify most Anti-sabbatarians. Finally, Calvin clearly
teaches that the Sabbath day originated at creation. Such a position later
Anti-sabbatarians have rejected as inconsistent with their views.
(3) Only at one place does Calvin appear clearly to depart from the
Sabbatarianism of his Puritan successors. He does not appear to attribute
any divine authority to the Lord's Day. Of course, this is congenial to Antisabbatarianism, but it goes far beyond what many Anti-sabbatarians would
themselves wish to teach. Many Anti-sabbatarians would acknowledge
that the Lord's Day has divine and apostolic precedents and authority.
Bauckham's summation states the proper conclusions quite adequately.
Having commented on the creation origin of the Sabbath and the strict
observance of Sunday as taught by Calvin, he remarks:
These two points do not quite make Calvin a Sabbatarian .... The
practical result, however, is remarkably similar to the teaching of
medieval scholastic theology, and it can readily be seen how an
emphasis on these aspects of Calvin's teaching could lead, in some
later Calvinist writers, to a more Sabbatarian interpretation of
Calvin.100
C.

Puritan Connection

Under this concluding head it is my purpose to say something more by way
of explanation and justification of the course that led from Calvin to the
Westminster Confession's enshrining of the Puritan view of the Sabbath.
1.

Development in Calvin
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The suggestion that there was development in Calvin toward a more
"Puritan" view of the Sabbath cannot be dismissed. Both the Commentary
on Genesis and the Sermons on the Ten Commandments are dated in the
mid or late 1550's.101 When this data is placed along side of a comparison
of the 1536 and 1559 editions of the Institutes, these dates appear to
become significant.
This is not to say that Calvin changes or retracts any significant statement
about the Sabbath in the 1536 edition. What does happen, however, is that
there is considerable addition and amplification in the 1559 edition. Most of
this addition and amplification is in the Sabbatarian direction. Calvin
himself is conscious of this amplification because he says in 2:8:33:
I am obliged to be rather more diffuse on this point, because, in the
present age, some unquiet spirits have been raising noisy
contentions respecting the Lord's Day. They complain that Christians
are tinctured with Judaism, because they retain any observance of
days.
In the 1536 edition only Sabbatarian superstitions are mentioned. 102 In the
1559 edition this reference is balanced by the reference to the `Antisabbatarians' or, as Calvin calls them, "the unquiet spirits" who "are raising
noisy contentions respecting the Lord's Day."
When this new-found balance is placed alongside the Sabbatarian
emphases emerging in the mid 1550's, it appears to be proper to say that
Calvin has matured in a Sabbatarian direction. This maturation has taken
place because of the practical, pastoral concerns for the Church in Geneva
especially as that practical concern has been sharpened by the `Antisabbatarian' criticism mentioned in 2:8:33 of the Institutes. We see here in
all probability the maturation of the iconoclastic reformer of 1536 into the
constructive pastor of 1559.
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2.

Inconsistency in Calvin

No one before Calvin ever taught the sufficiency of the Scriptures more
plainly. Calvin clearly repudiated the authority of the tradition of the fathers
in favor of the sola Scriptura. No one applied it with greater consistency.
Calvin even taught that the Scriptures are sufficient to vindicate their own
divine origin without the witness of the church (Institutes, 1:7:1f.). It was out
of this crucible that the Puritans developed their doctrine of the regulative
principle of worship. This principle simply taught that every element of
worship must have the explicit authority of the Word of God. Hence, there
was developed a tremendous emphasis on the authority of God over His
church and in its worship.
It is likely that it was in the light of the regulative principle that the Puritans
saw clearly the necessity of teaching the divine authority and apostolic
precedent of the Lord's Day. In so far as Calvin taught implicitly the very
doctrine of the sufficiency and authority of Scripture taught by the Puritans
and which by logical extension they developed into the regulative principle,
Calvin was simply inconsistent in grounding the observance of Sunday in
nothing more apparently than the tradition of the early church. It may be
argued on this basis that all the Puritans did was correct an inconsistency
in their mentor.
It may well be that it was Calvin's historical milieu which blinded him to the
necessity of a divinely appointed Lord's Day. Calvin could and did assume
the marriage of church and state. In such a system the church would have
the united support of the civil government in appointing the day of worship.
Hence, it may well be that Calvin's inconsistency was in part owing to a
dimension of his thought which has happily become archaic.
3.

Caution in Calvin

It is, however, undeniable that a kind of stringency over Sabbath practice
developed in certain strands of Puritanism. Furthermore, Nicholas Bound
may have contributed to this tendency by his lengthy and detailed
treatment of Sabbath regulations. Bound also seems to have completely
neglected any appreciation of the ceremonial or positive elements in the
Fourth Commandment.103
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Other Puritans protested against the stringent detail of extreme
Sabbatarianism. John Owen protested, for instance, that "a man can
scarcely in six days read over all the duties that are proposed to be
observed on the seventh."104 Even more importantly, the Westminster
Confession of Faith departed from Bound's description of the Sabbath as
"naturall, morall, and perpetuall".105 Bauckham notes, “Thus, in place of
Bownde's phrase "natural, moral, and perpetual," the Westminster divines
spoke of a "positive, moral, and perpetual commandment binding all men in
all ages."106
It is at this point that both Owen and Westminster seemed to have
remembered something of the caution that Calvin's treatment of the
Sabbath imparted to the Reformed tradition. Calvin's emphasis on the
positive or ceremonial character of the Fourth Commandment is standing
reminder to that tradition against the legalism that came to dominate the
Jewish Sabbatarians of Christ's day.
Concluding Summation:
This treatment of the Lord's Day in church history has deliberately restricted
itself to two critical periods in that history which are also of particular
interest to evangelical and Reformed Christians. In both the cases of the
Apostolic Fathers and of John Calvin our investigations have shown the
claims of Anti-sabbatarianism to be significantly over-stated. Neither the
Apostolic Fathers, nor John Calvin, can be claimed by the Antisabbatarians without significant over-simplification and reduction of their
thought. There are plainly dimensions of their thought and practice which
bear a marked similarity to later Puritan thought on the Sabbath. On the
other hand, it would be equally wrong, as we have seen, to claim either the
Apostolic Fathers or Calvin as unequivocal Sabbatarians. There are,
indeed, significant perspectives within their writings which bear a startling
resemblance to Anti-sabbatarian thought. These conclusions might lead
the student to assume that purely in terms of historico-theological
104

Bauckham, loc. cit., p. 327.

105

Primus, loc. cit., p. 46.

106

Bauckham, loc. cit., p. 324. Primus seems to be insensitive to this
distinction between Bound and Westminster, loc. cit., p. 40f.
132

considerations Sabbatarianism and Anti-sabbatarianism have about equal
claim to being the historic position of that stream of church history with
which we in the evangelical and Reformed tradition are willing to identify
ourselves. Such a position, in fact, would not be completely just.
Specifically, it would not be fair to moderate, Christian Sabbatarianism.
Perhaps, the most telling evidence for this assertion is that the most
vehement Anti-sabbatarians admit or imply that the general trend of the
early and medieval church after the Apostolic Fathers was toward
Sabbatarianism. Robert Morey admits this while attempting to blunt its
significance when he says: "The Middle Ages saw the union of church and
state, beginning with Constantine. The Sabbath was introduced by
theocratically-minded religious and civil leaders who drew from the Old
Testament their societal law. Sabbatarianism had its greatest day in the
scholastic period of Roman Catholic theology."107 Bauckham confirms the
growing Sabbatarianism in his chapter on the subject in the Antisabbatarian work, From Sabbath to Lord's Day.108
As to the period of the Reformation following the life and ministry of Calvin,
it is well-known and admitted that Sabbatarianism became the hall-mark of
Puritanism. Even among the continental Reformed churches a
Sabbatarian tendency is evident. Bauckham documents not only this, but
also that several of the other early Reformers were even more Sabbatarian
than Calvin.109
Hence, it must be concluded that church history tilts clearly in the direction
of awarding a moderate, Christian Sabbatarianism, the honor of being
called the historic position of the Church.
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Section 4: It’s Practice
Introduction:
The order of our presentation of the subject is not arbitrary: We have
noticed, first, the proof of the Christian Sabbath, and only then the practice
of the Christian Sabbath. Many people reject the Christian Sabbath
position because they reverse this order. They ask, what will this demand
in terms of my practice? Only subsequently do they ask, what is the
evidence for this position? This is not only totally backward logically. It is
perverse ethically. The first ethical question which sinful men should ask
must never be, What will this demand of me? But, what has God
commanded? To reverse this order simply manifests that we do not
understand how powerfully and subtly our sinful hearts can affect our
fallible heads.
It should also perhaps be noted that the purpose of this section of the
lectures cannot be to recover all the ground we have covered in order to
establish the doctrine of the Christian Sabbath. All the exegesis and
exposition given in former lectures is here assumed. The peculiar purpose
of these lectures is to expound the way in which the Lord's Day Sabbath
should be practiced or observed. Several beneficial purposes, it is hoped,
will be fulfilled by this exposition.
First, it will serve the polemic purpose of showing that Lord's Day
observance is really possible or do-able in the world in which we live-provided that we are willing to commit ourselves to it. Anti-sabbatarians
have sometimes ridiculed Sabbatarianism as inconsistent with our
contemporary circumstances. A proper exposition of the requirements of
the Lord's Day will silence this ridicule.
Second, it will show that a committed Sabbatarian need not be guilty of the
blunder of attempting to give an overly detailed, legalistic, and externalistic
list of do's and don'ts for the Lord's Day. Sabbatarians have sometimes
given a legalistic impression--even though in most cases they were not
legalistic--by providing extensive compilations of such `helps'.
Third, this treatment, it is hoped, will isolate the general principles involved
in Sabbath-keeping with sufficient explication and illustration that sincere
Christians desirous of pleasing their Lord in this matter will find guidance in
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the sometimes difficult decisions of their lives. This is the fundamental
reason for these concluding lectures.
I.

The Fundamental Obligation of Lord's Day Practice

The key texts dealing with the fundamental obligation of the Sabbath
observance are many (Gen. 2:3; Exod. 20:8-11; Isa. 58:13, 14; Exod.
16:23; Neh. 9:14; 13:22; Jer. 17:22, 24, 27; Ezek. 20:20; Rev. 1:10, cf.
Num. 16:3-7), but all these texts remind us that our duty is fundamentally
one in regards to the Lord's Day. Our duty is not manifold consisting of
many different, unrelated responsibilities. The whole duty of the Israelite
regarding the Sabbath and our whole duty regarding the Lord's Day may be
summarized or stated in one word. It must be sanctified. We must
remember the Lord's Day to keep it holy. Our obligation in regard to the
Lord's Day is not, then, a matter of confronting a plethora of confusing
details and a multitude of obscure, debatable, and difficult ethical issues.
Our duty is simple and clear. It is to keep the Lord's Day holy.
These texts teach us that our duty is dictated by the identity of the day.
Why must we sanctify the day? Because God sanctified it, it is holy. It
must be, therefore, kept holy. It is a Sabbath, therefore we must rest. It is
God's day. It must be given to Him. Our duty regarding the day is derived
from the identity of the day. In this the Fourth Commandment is like all the
other Ten Commandments. It embodies a single, fundamental `sanctity' of
human life. Just as the First Commandment involves the sanctity of God's
being, the Second the sanctity of God's worship, the Third the sanctity of
God's name, the Fourth involves the sanctity of God's day.
II.

The Basic Distinction of Lord's Day Practice

When we speak of our fundamental duty being to sanctify the Lord's Day,
this assumes a basic distinction between one day of the week and the rest.
The problem is this. Aren't all days God's days? How, or in what way, is
one day especially to be given to Him? What is the basic difference?
You can also see this basic distinction by thinking briefly about the key
descriptions or words used to describe this day. They are all two-sided. To
sanctify is to set apart from something to something else. God's day is to
be taken from us and given to Him. The idea of possession is also twosided. If something belongs to God. It is to be taken from us and given to
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Him. The idea of rest is also not merely negative, but also two-sided. It is
rest from our labor to God; a holy rest to the Lord.
From <---- sanctify ----> to
From <---- possession ----> to
From <---- rest ----> to
What is the nature of this fundamental distinction which underlies our whole
duty in regards to the Lord's Day? It is--obviously--not a distinction
between sin and righteousness. It is not a distinction between activity and
total inactivity. God places no premium on laziness. Our duty is not to
sleep all day. It is a distinction between work and rest--biblically defined!
(Gen. 2:3; Exod. 20:8-11). Rest is not mere inactivity. God's resting did
not indicate inactivity.110 It is always called a holy rest to the Lord (Exod.
16:23, 25; 35:1; Lev. 23:3). This structure or distinction is assumed in our
fundamental obligation regarding the Lord's Day.
Several observations are appropriate here:
(1) Here is a problem for those who wish to hold a non-sabbatic Lord's
Day position. It is necessary for them to define clearly the basic distinction
involved in the Lord's Day. It is not permissible for them to define this
distinction in terms of personal conjecture or speculation. They must define
it biblically. Where does the New Testament clearly and independently of
the Old Testament tell us what this basic distinction or contrast is? The
simple answer is that it does not. Only the basic biblical distinction
between work and rest can supply us with this information. This means,
however that the Lord's Day is a day of rest since it must be defined--if it is
to be defined biblically at all--in terms of the distinction between work and
rest instituted at creation.
(2) This means that the Sabbath involves a basic distinction between
God and the world. It is a day for God, not a day for the world. This has
provoked objections by some. One man has written, "... we simply state
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that God's rest is the rest of delight in the work of creation accomplished,
John Murray, Principles of Conduct, (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1956), pp.
30, 31.
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that the understanding of Sabbath as a day devoted to God and therefore
cut off from all to do with this world is not only quite foreign to the Old
Testament concept of rest but is practically its complete opposite."111 I
wish to strongly deny this objection. Misselbrook's assessment of it implies
that this distinction is ascetic. It is not ascetic or even pietistic to distinguish
between working unto the glory of God in the world and worshiping God.
There is a difference between God and the world. There was a difference
between trimming a tree and walking with God even for Adam! There was
a difference for Adam between what he saw of God in the world and what
he saw of God in theophany when he talked with God. There is a
difference for us too.
(3) This means that the Lord's Day is a day primarily for worship. While
we may glorify God in our labors in the world, specific acts of worship and
interaction with God directly are necessary for men, Adam as well as
ourselves.
III.

The Proper Atmosphere of Lord's Day Practice

What was in the Old Testament the proper atmosphere of Sabbath
observance is clearly suggested in a number of Old Testament texts (Gen.
2:3; Ps. 118:22-24; Isa. 58:13, 14). These texts indicate that the Sabbath
was a day of joy and blessing.
The Lord's Day--commemorating as it does the resurrection of our Lord--is
even more clearly a day of resurrection, light, joy and gladness. Properly
observed there is no justification for the caricature of gloom and oppression
associated with Sabbath-keeping. If it is properly observed, only carnal
minds that know nothing of holy joy will find it find the sobriety of holy joy to
be gloomy.
It may be objected that as a matter of experience it is difficult to joyfully
observe the day. The difficulty, however, of joyfully observing the Lord's
Day is no proof that it is not God's command. It is a proof of our own
spiritual declension. Others of God's commands may be most difficult at
times even for Christians to observe with joy. Truly to observe the Seventh
Commandment and all its practical implications with the heart may be
agonizingly difficult and apparently joyless to a younger, single person. It is
not for this reason to be doubted that it is the commandment of God.
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IV.

The Beneficial Intention of Lord's Day Practice

Mark 2:27 is, of course, the classic text here. It suggests the reason that
proper observation of the Lord's Day will never be oppressive. The reason
is very simply that the proper observation of the Lord's Day is that which is
in accord with its divine intention. God intended the Sabbath for man's
good and, therefore, any interpretation of its obligation which is truly
oppressive is and must be a false interpretation. Keeping the Sabbath
never necessitates neglecting true human needs. God's intention was not
to starve hungry men, or to prevent sick men from being healed.
One implication of this is that we ought not to speak of such `works' as
exceptions to the Sabbath. For instance, we ought not to speak as if a
nurse working occasionally on the Lord's Day is a technical (though
permissible) violation of the Sabbath. Any proper interpretation of the
Sabbath must interpret it according to the divine intention in giving it. It was
never God's intention to forbid nurses to take care of sick people in
commanding Sabbath observance. It cannot be then (even a technical)
violation of His command. It is lawful to do well. Just as the death penalty
is not a violation of Sixth Commandment, so also works of mercy and
necessity are not violations of the Fourth Commandment.
V. The Appropriate Duties of Lord's Day Practice
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Thus, as we come to deal with the duties appropriate to the Lord's Day, I
am not going to speak of exceptions to resting on the Sabbath. These
works are not exceptions to the Sabbath rest. They are the very things in
which that rest consists. The Westminster Confession of Faith (21:8) and
the Baptist Confession of 1689 define these duties in identical language.
According to these venerable confessions the Lord's Day is to be spent in:
"the public and private exercises of His worship, and in the duties of
necessity and mercy." According to this statement, three sorts of duties are
not only permissible, but required on the Lord's Day.
A.

The Duties of Worship

For the scriptural texts on the use of the day for public worship compare
Acts 20:7; John 20:26; Acts 2:1. For private worship compare 1 Cor. 16:1,
2; Rev. 1:10. These texts as they have been expounded in previous
lectures have a number of practical implications with regard to the duties of
worship on the Lord's Day.
(1) One cannot limit the duties of the Lord's Day to public worship. Two
of the three instances of Lord's Day observance by the church after Christ's
ascension involve non-corporate acts of worship (1 Cor. 16:1, 2; Rev.
1:10). It is the Lord's Day at 2 p.m. as well as at 9:30 a.m. and 6 p.m.
Christ claims the whole day as his own. Whether you are a Christian
sabbatarian or not, it remains His day throughout. You have no right to act
or think at any time in it as if there were no difference.
(2) One ought to attempt to improve the Lord's Day as a special day for
personal and family piety. It may be used for extra personal prayer or
reading, instruction of children, praying with your wife, or fellowshipping
with other believers.
(3) Failure to worship God on God's Day is wholly inexcusable. A man
may have a dozen reasons all impeccably in line with Sabbath law which
makes it nearly impossible for him to gather with God's people on God's
Day. Thus, he rarely worships God in any peculiar way on God's Day. The
man is a Sabbath-breaker because he falls short of the divine intention of
the Sabbath--to assure us special opportunities to worship God. If a man
finds himself in a situation in life where even works of necessity related to
his vocation make it rare for Him to have a Sabbath for the worship of God,
he must seriously endeavor to alter his vocational responsibilities.
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B.

The Duties of Mercy

Matt. 12:9-13 is one crucial biblical text on the subject of the propriety of
performing duties of mercy on the Sabbath. In v. 12 Jesus says, “So then,
it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath." I have, however, intentionally
spoken not of `doing good' on the Sabbath, but of duties of mercy. The
Bible does not teach that anything that is right or good to do is right or good
to do on the Sabbath. It is right to work at your job, but Jesus did not mean
to say that this is legitimate on the Sabbath. By good in Matt. 12:12, He
meant the kind of good mentioned, having mercy on pressing need. This is
a technical meaning for `good works' in the Bible. While in general good
works are those which conform to the law of God as revealed in the
Scriptures, more specifically, good works are concrete expressions of
kindness and generosity especially of a practical and financial kind (John
10:31-33; Acts 10:38; Acts 9:36; 2 Cor. 9:8, 9; 1 Tim. 5:10; 6:17, 18). Other
texts which speak of such works of mercy as appropriate to the Sabbath
are (Luke 13:10-17; 1 Cor. 16:1, 2).
Duties of mercy are not forbidden on, are not even an exception to the
Sabbath. The Lord's Day Sabbath is a very appropriate day for such
works; even such ministries as are very vigorous and very tiring (like pulling
a sheep out of pit) are appropriate. The meeting of pressing human (and
even animal) need is not to be put off because of the Lord's Day.
C.

Duties of Necessity

Here we come to one of the more important and delicate questions which
must be answered regarding the practice of the Christian Sabbath. What is
a duty of necessity? Some people use the carefulness and precision with
which this question must be answered to argue against the Christian
Sabbath. They inquire, “Who can completely answer such a question?” It
must, however, be remembered that the Jews, at least, were Sabbathkeepers. They evidently were able to answer this question satisfactorily.
What, then, is the answer?
A work of necessity, clearly, is not merely something that must be done. It
is a work which must be performed every day or must be performed on the
Lord's Day. Note the examples of Scripture (Matt. 12:1; Luke 14:1, 7; John
5:8-11; Josh. 6:1-5). These biblical examples make clear that one must not
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be scrupulous or silly in defining a work of necessity. Christ did not scruple
about telling the lame man to take his bed-roll home. The questions must
be asked, Is this really work? Does it really distract me from my duties?
Only after that do we need to ask the question, is it necessary?
On the other hand, the Bible gives a number of clear illustrations of labors
that are not a work of necessity. Exod. 34:21 states quite clearly that
sowing and harvesting is not works of necessity. Numbers 15:32, 33
shows that gathering firewood is not necessary on the Sabbath. Nehemiah
13:15 shows that treading wine presses and the labor involved in selling
ordinary merchandise are not necessary on the Sabbath. Clearly, any
definition of a work of necessity which would by implication destroy the
basic distinction between the Lord's Day and the rest of the week must be
wrong. We must not so define a work of necessity that the requirement not
to rest from our labors becomes meaningless. Therefore, it would appear
to be clear that any ordinary work connected with our vocations which can
be done on other days is not a work of necessity.
Illustrations of modern works of necessity may serve to make concrete
these principles. While building automobiles may be done on other days
and is not a work of necessity, the maintenance of public utilities on the
Lord's Days is a work of necessity. While sowing and harvesting is not
works of necessity, milking cows on the Lord's Day is a work of necessity.
(It is, in fact, a work of mercy toward the cows.) The telephone companies
and other similar communications industries are a vital necessity which
must be operated every day of the week, while it is not necessary for stores
selling ordinary merchandise like clothing or groceries to be operated.
A thousand questions may remain in your mind about this or that.
Dabney's response to such dilemmas is appropriate, “Let conscience and
heart respond to God's requirement that His day be hallowed by us, and
the details will be easily arranged."112 If you truly embrace God's law, you
have adequate resources: prayer, your all-sufficient Scriptures, and wise,
godly counselors.
VI.

The Forbidden Activities of Lord's Day Practice
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Remember the basic duty of sanctifying the Lord's Day is two-sided. It
must be sanctified to holy duties and set apart from ordinary duties. Thus,
the confessions mentioned earlier add that we must "observe an holy rest,
all the day, from their own works, words, and thoughts about their worldly
employments and recreations".
A.

"Rest...from...worldly employments"

Any biblical view of the sanctifying of the Lord's Day must be built on the
basic distinction between work and rest instituted at creation. Also, every
day of worship in the Bible is also a day of rest (Lev. 23:4-7). The clear
teaching of the Bible is then, that our ordinary work responsibilities must be
laid aside in favor of worship (Exod. 20:8f; Neh. 13:15f.).
B.

"Rest...from...worldly...recreations"

At first glance this may seem like a more difficult issue. Is worldly
recreation to be put on the side of work or rest? A little thought will show
the superficiality of those who equate worldly recreation with the Sabbathresting. Three considerations make this clear:
(1) It is difficult to distinguish employment and recreation. How would you
do it? What if my vocation is recreational and enjoyable to me?
(2) Worldly recreations would negate the true purpose of the Sabbath as
effectively as worldly employments. Football and water-skiing can keep
one from worship as easily as or more easily than work. Clearly both
equally prevent resting to the Lord and, thus, are illegitimate.
(3) The Bible itself defines the work forbidden in the Fourth Commandment
as including our pleasures (Isa. 58:13). Here keeping the day holy and
honoring it (our very duties in regard to the Lord's Day) are contrasted both
with our ways and our pleasure. Please note that by pleasure God does
not mean anything that makes us feel good. Rather, He means what we
call legitimate recreations. The point is that delighting in the Lord and His
day exclude delighting in our personal pleasures, avocations, hobbies,
recreations. The positive delight requires the negative abstinence.
VII.

The Necessary Preparation of Lord's Day Practice
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Engaging in the appropriate duties and avoiding the forbidden activities
obviously must affect the way we live the rest of the week. The
confessions of faith cited earlier mention "a due preparing of their hearts
and ordering of their common affairs before-hand." I do not regard this as
needing proof. Illustration will suffice, because this duty is required by the
law of nature or simple logic. There may be for the full-time student a
difficult biology or mathematics examination on Monday. If the Lord's Day
is to be sanctified, most of the preparations for such an examination will
need to be made on Saturday. Similarly, house-hold chores which may be
done on days other than the Lord's Day like mowing the lawn will have to
be done on Saturday, if Saturday and Sunday are the only two days of the
week in which sufficient time is available to do them. Similarly,
homemakers will want to do their house-cleaning, laundry, and much of
their cooking before the Lord's Day so that they are not distracted
unnecessarily from observing it as a holy rest from their labors.
Several practical applications of the importance of preparation for the
Lord's Day must here be underscored.
(1) Such preparation is one of the great benefits of Sabbath-keeping for
us. It forces sloppy, undisciplined 20th century Americans to order their
affairs. It, thus, gives them the gift of a more orderly life.
(2) This preparation is one of the great offenses of Sabbath-keeping. Do
you want to know why some people reject Sabbath-keeping? They are not
ready for the self-denial and discipline it will cost them.
VIII. The Special Questions about Lord's Day Practice
A.

The Children and the Sabbath

One of the most pressing questions for parents as they consider Sabbathkeeping is, What about the children? How do I deal with my children in
regard to the Sabbath? Must children keep the Sabbath? Such questions
are often asked by both those sincerely desirous of keeping the Sabbath
and also by those eager to show the impossibility of keeping the Sabbath.
Either way they deserve an answer. There are the following
considerations.
First, it should not surprise us if the Fourth Commandment has a different
application to children than adults. This is true of other commandments.
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"You shall not commit adultery" has little application to those children who
have not reached puberty. It is not totally irrelevant, but neither is it totally
relevant. Putting a boy and girl together in a bath-tub at age one is no
violation of the Seventh Commandment. Doing the same thing with the
same two persons 12 years later would be!
Second, the commandment to rest implies the ability to work (Exod. 20:8).
The duty to keep the Lord's Day holy is built on the work/rest distinction.
This is just to say that it is those who have the ability to work who have the
duty to rest. It is rest from work. Can children work? Can children work
like adults? Ought children to be made to work as if they were adults? I
hope you will agree with me that infants have no ability to work, small
children very little ability to work, and older children an increasing ability to
work. Children play. Yes! But child's play is neither work nor recreation in
the adult sense. This means that children have only a maturing ability to
work. Consequently, they have only a maturing or increasing responsibility
to keep the Sabbath. The responsibility to rest corresponds to the
responsibility to work. In children, both are in flux.
This gives us the general principle that children must keep the Sabbath
according to their capacity i.e. their childish nature. Accordingly all child's
play is not to be forbidden on the Lord's Day.
Caution must, however, be exercised here. We must not buy the modern
line that children ought not to work until they are 18. Somewhere years
before that they can almost with full capacity do adult work.
Third, children must be taught from their earliest ages to sanctify the Lord's
Day, i.e. to put a difference between the Lord's Day and other days. Yes,
they may play, but they must be taught to play more quietly and more
briefly. It is probably not a good idea to allow the neighbor children to
come over on the Lord's Day. Special toys and books may be reserved for
the Lord's Day. Children are never too young to learn that the Lord's Day is
special.
Fourth, in line with these general principles parents and especially fathers
must be responsible to order their children's lives so that they have a
growing sense of both the blessedness and holiness of the Lord's Day.
The goal is to make them full-fledged, adult Sabbath-keepers and Godlovers when they are full-grown (Eph. 6:4; Exod. 20:8-11).
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Fifth, parents have a right to go beyond the explicit statements of the Word
of God in implementing the Sabbath commandment with their children.
Such a right is essential to parental authority. Your implementation of the
Sabbath in your homes may appear arbitrary to others, but so long as it
does not contradict the Word of God, provides a wholesome, Sabbath
experience for your children, and leads them to a maturing appreciation for
and practice of the Sabbath, you are within your parental rights. We only
must beware of insisting upon our exact implementation of the Sabbath to
other parents with different circumstances and different children.
B.

The State and the Sabbath

Christian Sabbatarians have historically often advocated or defended civil
legislation enforcing at least the cessation of ordinary business and
recreation on the Christian Sabbath. Often, however, this advocacy has
assumed a view of the union of church and state inconsistent with the
separation of church and state and the freedom of religion. Thus,
Sabbatarian legislation is commonly associated with what can only be
called a theocratic view of the state. The Sabbath legislation which began
with the Constantinian change in the Roman Empire and continued in the
Middle Ages in Europe and in the so-called Bible Commonwealths of New
England during the 17th and 18th centuries is illustrative of this tendency.
This backdrop raises the most serious questions about the legitimacy of
Sabbath legislation as it has ordinarily been conceived. Thus, these
lectures have no interest in defending such legislation.
All this is not to say, however, that there is no remaining concern for
Christians in this matter. Christians now face a situation in the increasingly
secularized states of the late 20th century in which more and more
economic hardship is involved in Lord's Day observance. As more and
more businesses require employees to work on the Lord's Day, jobs which
do not involve the violation of the Lord's Day become scarcer. This is the
folly of the continuing Anti-sabbatarian polemic against the old Sabbath
legislation. Professing Christians imposing their view of the Lord's Day on
unbelievers via Sabbath legislation is really the least of our worries.
One does not need to have a "theocratic" view of the state to believe that
the state does owe its right to govern and, thus, ultimate allegiance to God.
This is certainly the teaching of Rom. 13:1-7. This does not mean, of
course, that it is the state's vocation to enforce the `right' religion. It does
145

mean, however, that the state should protect the freedom of religion and
provide a context in which religion may be freely practiced. Here is where
civil legislation may be not only appropriate, but necessary. Is not the
observance of holy days a common feature of all forms of religion? It
certainly is a feature common not only to Christianity, but also to Judaism
and Islam. Consistent with this should not the legislation which purports to
protect our civil rights and the freedom of religion be strengthened so that it
protects explicitly the observance of a weekly holy day to be designated by
the employee? If legislation may be enacted granting all sorts of other
benefits to employees (for example extended leave for pregnancy and
child-birth), why cannot this minimal and comparatively inexpensive
protection be extended to the state's best citizens?
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