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In today’s stressful, nonstop, 24/7 world, couldn’t you 

use a breather—a chance to refocus on what’s truly 

important? From the beginning, God designed a day of 

rest and refreshment as a special blessing for humanity. 

He made this day—the seventh-day Sabbath—to 

be a memorial of creation and deliverance, a sign of 

obedience to God and a type of the coming rule of 

Jesus Christ on the earth. Jesus said He is Lord of the 

Sabbath and that it was made for humanity’s benefit. So 

why do so few Christians today observe the Sabbath? In 

this booklet, explore the fascinating biblical story of the 

Sabbath and how you can enjoy the wonderful benefits 

of this neglected gift from God.

The Sabbath: A Neglected 
Gift From God
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The Sabbath: From the 
Creation to the Future

After six days of physical creation, God rested on the seventh 

day, creating the holy Sabbath. From that beginning, the 

Bible weaves together the Sabbath with the themes of 

spiritual rest and the wonderful Kingdom of God. What does 

all this mean for Christians today?

From the beginning, the Sabbath has 
been important to God.

After God finished creating plants, 
animals and humans on the earth, 
He rested (Genesis 2:2). “Then God 
blessed the seventh day and sanctified 
it [set it apart as holy], because in it He 
rested from all His work which God 
had created and made” (verse 3). 

The seventh day is more than just 
the day after the sixth day of the 
week. It is a day that was “sancti-
fied” (set apart) for a special purpose 
for humanity. Obviously, our all-

powerful God did not need to take a 
break. By resting on it, God identified 
the seventh day as His day, a day that 
humanity is to remember and honor 
in a special way. The Hebrew word for 
“rest” in this passage is sabat, which is 
a root of the word Sabbath and means 
“to cease” (New Bible Dictionary, 
1982, p. 1042).

As we will see, God intended humans 
to follow His example. Just as God 
ceased from His creative activity on 
the seventh day, we are to set aside our 
work and the concerns of day-to-day 
life. Ph
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Just as God ceased from His 
creative activity on the seventh day, 
we are to set aside our work and 
the concerns of day-to-day life. 
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It is also clear that, from the begin-
ning, God intended for all humanity 
to observe the Sabbath. Many con-
sider the seventh day to be a “Jewish” 
observance. Although many of the 
Jewish faith have continued to observe 
the Sabbath, this day was instituted 
at creation—long before there were 
any national distinctions. Jesus stated, 
“The Sabbath was made for man” 
(Mark 2:27), not just for one small 
segment of humanity. And Jesus did 
not destroy but upheld all of God’s 
commandments (Matthew 5:17-18; 
19:17).

But why? Jesus tells us the Sabbath 
was made for man—for our benefit. 
Our Creator knows that our bod-
ies and minds benefit from rest and 
a change of pace. He knows that we 
need to have a break each week to 
refocus on the truly important things 
in life and to have our spiritual batter-
ies recharged.

He wants us to benefit from the Sab-
bath, as we will see.

But first, notice that the Sabbath is not 
just a memorial of a distant past. God 
tells us it will be an important element 
of the future as well.

The Sabbath in the future
Several passages show that the  
seventh-day Sabbath will be observed 
by all people during the Millennium, 
when Jesus is ruling on the earth. 

For example, God proclaimed 

through the prophet Isaiah that He 
would offer salvation to people of all 
nations who keep His Sabbath holy 
(Isaiah 56:1-7). 

Again at the end of the book of Isaiah, 
God says that “it shall come to pass 
that from one New Moon to another, 
and from one Sabbath to another, all 
flesh shall come to worship before 
Me” (Isaiah 66:23).

Not only will the Sabbath be cele-
brated in the future, it is actually to be 
a weekly reminder of the wonderful 
spiritual rest that the world will expe-
rience when Jesus Christ returns to 
set up the Kingdom of God on earth 
(Hebrews 4:4-9).

Why not now?
So we see that not only has the Sab-
bath been around since the creation, it 
will also be observed by people of all 
nations in the future. In light of the 
past and the future, it might make you 
wonder—why do so few who claim to 
follow Jesus Christ observe the  
s̀eventh-day Sabbath today?

This booklet will guide you through 
the biblical story of the Sabbath, its 
meaning and benefits, revealing some 
surprising truths little understood by 
most Christians today. We also hope 
that, if you do not yet celebrate God’s 
Sabbath, this booklet will lead you to 
see the need to appreciate, accept and 
begin enjoying this wonderful trea-
sure—and neglected gift—from God.
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A Meaningful Commandment: 
Remembering Our  
Creator and Redeemer
The Fourth Commandment charges us to observe a day rich 

with meaning. The Sabbath points to God as both Creator and 

Redeemer, and the day also identifies the people of God through 

their willingness to put God first.

God clearly wanted everyone to rec-
ognize the importance of His benefi-
cial laws. Imagine the scene:

Fire, smoke and dark clouds 
enshrouded Mount Sinai. A sudden, 
brilliant flash of lightning, followed 
immediately by a reverberating 
crack, sent shock waves through the 
people of Israel. The long blast of a 
trumpet grew louder and louder, and 
the people trembled. 

Such was the drama Israel experi-
enced just before receiving the 10 
Commandments, as recorded in 

Exodus 19:16 and 20:1-17. A complete 
list of the 10 Commandments also 
appears in Deuteronomy 5:1-22.

The Sabbath commandment
In each of the two lists, the Fourth 
Commandment (as numbered by the 
Jews and most Christian churches; 
the Catholic Church calls it the Third 
Commandment) is the lengthiest. 

Here is the first part of the command 
from Exodus 20:8-10:

“Remember the Sabbath day, to keep 
it holy. Six days you shall labor and 



10 THE SABBATH: A NEGLECTED GIFT FROM GOD LifeHopeandTruth.com

God commands us to observe the 
Sabbath each week so that we will 

think of, keep in mind and speak of God 
as the awesome Creator of all things.

do all your work, but the seventh 
day is the Sabbath of the Lord your 
God. In it you shall do no work: you, 
nor your son, nor your daughter, nor 
your male servant, nor your female 
servant, nor your cattle, nor your 
stranger who is within your gates.”

Two reasons for celebrating 
the Sabbath
There are a few minor wording dif-
ferences in the way the first part of 
the command is restated in Deu-
teronomy 5. But the biggest dif-
ference lies in the last part of the 

command—the reason given for 
observing the Sabbath. 
Here are the respective passages:
• “For in six days the Lord made 

the heavens and the earth, the sea, 
and all that is in them, and rested 
the seventh day. Therefore the 
Lord blessed the Sabbath day and 
hallowed it” (Exodus 20:11).

• “And remember that you were a 
slave in the land of Egypt, and the 
Lord your God brought you out 
from there by a mighty hand and 
by an outstretched arm; therefore Ph
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The seventh-day Sabbath is a gift and wonderful blessing 

from our Creator. What are some of the benefits of obeying 

God’s Sabbath command?

The Sabbath gives us rest and peace: Sabbath-keepers 

appreciate the chance to step aside from the frenetic pace 

of life. Many long for the Sabbath each week, knowing 

that with it they can experience a peace that cannot be 

understood by anyone who refuses to try it. It is a peace that 

comes from knowing that God is in charge, that God knows 

our needs and that God will provide.

The Sabbath encourages us to consider our Creator: 

The Sabbath puts life into perspective. It is a symbol of God’s 

creative power and an opportunity to consider our Creator. 

By stepping back from all the things we do each week, we 

can see what really matters. Compared to the power of God, 

our worries are insignificant!

Benefits of the Sabbath
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The Sabbath helps us to appreciate our Redeemer: The 

Sabbath provides more time for prayer, more time for Bible 

study, more time for contemplating God’s saving power. 

The Sabbath is not only a memorial of deliverance, but an 

opportunity to appreciate our Redeemer.

The Sabbath helps us learn God’s truth: In addition to 

having time for more focused personal Bible study on the 

Sabbath, attending church services each Sabbath provides 

an opportunity to learn more about God, His plan of 

salvation and His coming Kingdom.

Parents can use the Sabbath to 
teach, encourage and draw close 

to their children in love.
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The Sabbath allows us to fellowship with believers: 
Attending church each Sabbath puts us among a group 

of people different in many ways from friends we would 

naturally seek out. People from a wide variety of age groups 

and social and economic backgrounds can become our 

friends and, more than that, our family, united by belief in 

the same God and by hope in the same future. We can bond 

with our spiritual family on God’s Sabbath.

The Sabbath gives us time to draw close to our 
families: Spending time together without the distractions 

of everyday life can help families bond. Parents can use the 

Sabbath to teach, encourage and draw close to their children 

in love.

The Sabbath allows us to anticipate the future: As we 

live in this troubled age, we come to see that this world 

offers nothing of enduring value. God provides hope, 

though—hope for a future of real joy and fulfillment. The 

Sabbath pictures God’s coming Millennium of peace, just 

as the first six days of the week can picture the age of 

man (Revelation 20:4; 2 Peter 3:8; Hebrews 4:4-9). When we 

celebrate each Sabbath, we can rejoice in that hope, made 

possible by God.
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the Lord your God commanded 
you to keep the Sabbath day” 
(Deuteronomy 5:15).

Exodus 20 commands that we 
remember the Sabbath, emphasizing 
that it is part of God’s creation—and 
just as the creation of the physical 
environment is for man’s benefit, so 
is God’s creation of the holy time of 
the Sabbath. The Sabbath reminds us 
of our loving Creator God.

Deuteronomy 5 commands us to 
observe the Sabbath, emphasizing 
God as our Deliverer and Redeemer. 
Just as God rescued the children of 
Israel from slavery in Egypt to fulfill 
His purpose for them, He will rescue 
all of humanity from the slavery of 
sin to fulfill His purpose for us. In 
other words, observing the Sabbath 
serves as a reminder of the great plan 
that God has in mind for each of us! 

God commands us to observe the 
Sabbath each week so that we will 
think of, keep in mind and speak of 
God as the awesome Creator of all 
things. The Sabbath also helps us 
to guard, protect and celebrate our 
understanding of His mighty power 
and His promise of salvation to all 
humanity.

Celebrating God’s Sabbath keeps us 
mindful of these truths. 

Next, let’s notice that in addition to 
reminding us of what God is doing, 
the Sabbath serves as an identifying 

sign of those with whom He is work-
ing.

A sign of obedience
Five verses in two Old Testament 
passages point to the weekly Sabbath 
as a “sign” (like a badge or identifica-
tion card) that distinguishes those 
who are obedient to Him. It started 
with God’s relationship with Israel, 
when He commanded Moses to tell 
Israel they should keep His Sab-
baths as “a sign between Me and you 
throughout your generations, that 
you may know that I am the Lord 
who sanctifies you” (Exodus 31:13).

Verse 16 describes the Sabbath com-
mand as a covenant, or contract, 
between God and Israel. The follow-
ing verse links this sign to God as 
Creator.

Hundreds of years later God inspired 
the prophet Ezekiel to proclaim the 
same message to the now captive 
nation to explain their captivity. God 
told them the Sabbath is a sign “that 
they might know that I am the Lord 
who sanctifies them” (Ezekiel 20:12; 
see also verse 20).

There are still at least three impor-
tant ways in which the Sabbath is a 
sign:
1. The seventh day is a sign that 

identifies God as the God of cre-
ation. Each Sabbath we are to 
pause from our routines to wor-
ship the Creator. Through the 
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Why Seven Days?
Why do we have a seven-day week? We have years 

because our planet takes a little more than 365 days to 

orbit the sun. We have months because the moon orbits 

the earth approximately every 30 days. We have days 

because our spinning planet completes one revolution 

in 24 hours. But there is no astronomical reason to divide 

years and months into weeks.

During the 19th century some scholars suggested 

that Babylonian astrologers created the seven-day 

week to honor the gods associated with the sun, the 

moon and five planets. However, there is no historical 

or archaeological evidence to support this theory. For 

that reason, scholars discarded it at the end of the 19th 

century.
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Since there is no astronomical reason to divide years 

and months into weeks, why is the seven-day week an 

enduring feature of our calendar? Why has it remained 

constant?

From the Roman Emperor Hadrian to the tyrannical regime 

that assumed power in France after the French Revolution, 

men have attempted to eliminate the seven-day week, 

or at least stop the observance of the Sabbath. Hadrian 

prohibited Sabbath-keeping. At the end of the 18th 

century, the new French Republic attempted to establish a 

10-day week. However, Napoleon abolished that calendar 

in 1806, a mere 12 years after its inauguration. Every 

human attempt to destroy or meddle with the seven-day 

week has failed.

The reason is simple. God created the seven-day week, and 

no one can overturn anything He establishes: “My word … 

shall not return to Me void, but it shall accomplish what I 

please, and it shall prosper in the thing for which I sent it” 

(Isaiah 55:11).

The persistence of the seven-day week subtly testifies to 

the power of God. The Sabbath stands as a witness to all 

who have eyes to see. God’s plans cannot fail!
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sheer scope of creation, we are 
reminded of His unparalleled 
power. As we recognize the intri-
cate balance in the natural world, 
we begin to understand God’s 
zeal for order. And when we 
come face-to-face with the mag-
nificence of a rose or the splendor 
of a sunset, we know God has a 
passion for beauty. The Sabbath 
points us to our Creator God.

2. The Sabbath is a sign that iden-
tifies people who obey God. 
God is not satisfied with empty 
claims of those who “draw near 
with their mouths and honor Me 
with their lips, but have removed 
their hearts far from Me” (Isaiah 
29:13). Those who remain com-
mitted to God, to seeking God’s 
will and obeying Him, will keep 
His Sabbath. The Sabbath tests us 
and proves whether we are willing 
to obey God.

3. The Sabbath is a sign that identi-
fies to the rest of the world those 
who are obedient to God. Sab-
bath-keepers have always stood 
apart. In this nonstop modern 
world, anyone who consistently 
and regularly steps away from 
the ubiquitous clamor of activity 
seems out of place. Anyone will-
ing to sacrifice personal gain to 

honor God stands out. Keeping 
the Sabbath is a sign for all to see 
who is truly committed to God.

Of course the Sabbath is one of 
God’s commandments, and those 
who are obedient must follow all of 
His instructions. But the Sabbath is 
singled out as a sign that identifies 
people who are making an effort to 
follow and obey Him.

As we have seen, the Sabbath has 
great meaning and is a special gift 
from God. Yet, despite the fact that 
the Sabbath is a blessing and a sign 
of obedience, most of those who were 
given this instruction throughout 
history have defiled or forgotten the 
Sabbath—with tragic consequences. 

Disobeying the Sabbath command-
ment was one reason the people of 
Israel went into captivity. However, 
in the centuries after part of the 
people of Israel (the Jews) returned 
from captivity, their religious lead-
ers began to go to the other extreme. 
They started to create additional 
rules that, by the time of Christ, 
made their Sabbath observance a 
burden. 

Whether by neglect or by overly 
strict human rules, humanity has 
failed to appreciate the wonderful 
gift of God’s Sabbath.
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Jesus and the Sabbath
Jesus Christ celebrated the Sabbath each week, setting 

an example that His disciples continued to follow. As 

our Creator and Redeemer, He refers to Himself as the 

“Lord of the Sabbath.”

The word Sabbath appears 50 times 
within the four Gospel accounts in 
the King James Version. Nearly half 
of those references are contained 
in nine passages that describe con-
flicts between Jesus and the religious 
authorities as He attended synagogue 
services or visited the temple.
The conflicts with the religious 
authorities were always about how to 
keep the Sabbath and what is appro-
priate behavior for the day. Most 
often the controversies centered on 
the healing activities of Christ. (See 
the sidebar “Sabbath Conflicts in the 
Gospels.”)
There is never any hint of Jesus 
observing a different day, nor is there 

any suggestion that He intended peo-
ple to observe any other day. On the 
contrary, it was His regular practice 
to go to the synagogue on the Sab-
bath.

Christ’s custom
Luke points out this practice early 
in his Gospel, just after a description 
of the temptation of Jesus in the wil-
derness: “So He came to Nazareth, 
where He had been brought up. And 
as His custom [manner or habit] was, 
He went into the synagogue on the 
Sabbath day, and stood up to read” 
(Luke 4:16).

Later in the same chapter, Luke 
explains that Jesus taught the people 
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in Capernaum on the Sabbath (verse 
31).

The Bible tells us that Jesus Christ 
never sinned (Hebrews 4:15)—never 
broke any of God’s laws—so He 
always kept the Sabbath holy just as 
the Fourth Commandment requires.
Jesus didn’t do away with any of the 
10 Commandments, but taught the 
importance of obedience to them. 
He told His disciples, “Do not think 
that I came to destroy the Law or the 
Prophets. I did not come to destroy 
but to fulfill. For assuredly, … one 
jot or one tittle will by no means 
pass from the law till all is fulfilled” 
(Matthew 5:17-18). He also told a 
man who asked about how to have 
eternal life, “But if you want to enter 
into life, keep the commandments” 
(19:17).

Lord of the Sabbath
Jesus Christ even proclaimed Him-
self Lord of the Sabbath (Matthew 
12:8; Mark 2:28; Luke 6:5). What did 
He mean by this?

When the Pharisees complained to 
Christ that His disciples were break-
ing the Sabbath by plucking grain, 
Jesus told them, “The Son of Man is 
Lord even of the Sabbath” (Matthew 
12:8). Some have assumed that with 
this statement, Christ was eliminat-
ing the need for His disciples to keep 
the Sabbath.

However, nowhere in this passage 
did Christ abolish the Sabbath. Jesus 
was responding to the traditions of 
the Pharisees, who had developed so 
many man-made restrictions around 
the Sabbath that the day had become 
a burden rather than a joy. Their 
hypocritical rules allowed caring for 
animals, but condemned the dis-
ciples for picking a few grains to eat 
when they were hungry.

The biblical Sabbath law allows doing 
good and dealing with emergencies; 
and obviously Christ, as the Creator 
and Lord of the Sabbath, would be 
the best One to interpret the law. 

As Jesus said, “The Sabbath was 
made for man, and not man for the 
Sabbath” (Mark 2:27). As the Creator 
of the Sabbath and of man, Christ 
put everything into perspective. God 
designed the Sabbath to be a benefit 
to humanity, not a burdensome set 
of rules that would punish a hungry 
man for picking and eating a few 
heads of grain.

In Matthew’s account, Jesus also 
quoted Hosea 6:6, saying that God 
desires “mercy and not sacrifice” 
(Matthew 12:7). The Pharisees were 
not showing mercy and were misin-
terpreting what God wanted. It is in 
the context of His mercy that Jesus 
proclaimed that He is Lord of the 
Sabbath.
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The Sabbath in Jesus’ Olivet 
Prophecy and crucifixion
The Sabbath continued to be impor-
tant throughout Jesus’ life—and 
after. 
Toward the end of His life, in what 
is often called the Olivet Prophecy, 
Christ admonished His disciples to 
“pray that your flight may not be in 

winter or on the Sabbath” (Matthew 
24:20). This prophecy was a response 
to questions His disciples raised 
about the return of Christ and the 
end of the age (verse 3). Clearly, Jesus 
expected His followers to continue 
keeping the Sabbath even in the end 
times.
Then, after His death on the cross, 

Sabbath Conflicts in the Gospels
The Gospel writers recorded seven Sabbath conflicts between 

Christ and the Pharisees. Six of those accounts came as the 

result of Sabbath healings. The only other account in which 

the Sabbath was the focus of the conflict was a confrontation 

about human need—specifically, hunger.

1. Disciples plucking grain (Matthew 12:1-4; Mark 2:23-26; 
Luke 6:1-4).

2.  Healing a man with a withered hand (Mark 3:1-5).

3.  Healing a woman unable to stand straight (Luke 13:10-17).

4.  Healing a man with dropsy, or edema (Luke 14:1-6).

5.  Healing a paralytic at the pool of Bethesda (John 5:1-18).

6.  Circumcision and healing on the Sabbath (John 7:21-24).

7.  Healing a blind man (John 9:1-41).
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those closest to Jesus hurried to 
bury Him before the Sabbath (Mark 
15:42). (Note: This particular Sab-
bath was not the weekly Sabbath, but 
an annual holy day. See the biblical 
explanation of this on our website—
LifeHopeandTruth.com—in our 
article “Sign of Jonah: Did Jesus Die 
Good Friday, Rise on Easter?”)

In the same manner, women close 
to Christ rested on the Sabbath after 
preparing burial spices, then went to 
His tomb on the first day of the week 
(Luke 23:54, 56).
It is clear from the Gospels that Jesus 
not only celebrated the Sabbath, but 
set an example that His disciples 
continued to follow.

Christ chose to heal on the Sabbath, but not because He 

intended to abolish this special day, as some teach. On 

the contrary, these miracles of Christ on the Sabbath point 

to the connection between God’s deliverance and God’s 

weekly Sabbath. Christ’s Sabbath actions conflicted with 

man-made traditions, but not with biblical commands.

Jesus demonstrated that the Pharisaic interpretations of 

God’s Sabbath command had gone astray, since God’s 

commands allowed for mercy in caring for human 

needs and emergencies. The man-made traditions gave 

exceptions for caring for animals, but the Pharisees 

hypocritically would not apply the same principles to 

human needs. 

Instead, they “watched Him closely” because they were 

seeking a reason to accuse Jesus (Mark 3:2). 

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/plan-of-salvation/holy-days-vs-holidays/sign-of-jonah/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/plan-of-salvation/holy-days-vs-holidays/sign-of-jonah/


22 THE SABBATH: A NEGLECTED GIFT FROM GOD LifeHopeandTruth.com

The Early Church and 
 the Sabbath

The book of Acts records the spread of the Church of God 

throughout the Roman world. The Sabbath is mentioned again 

and again as the day the disciples and their converts  

met to preach and worship.

Traveling from city to city, much of 
the time on foot, the apostle Paul 
carried the gospel through modern-
day Turkey and into Europe. In the 
cities he stopped in along the way, 
Paul sought out the synagogue, 
where he spoke to congregations that 
included Jews as well as gentiles.

Paul reached the Jews through 
the synagogue, as the book of 
Acts attests. In fact, just as it was 
the custom of Jesus to attend the 
synagogue on the Sabbath, it was 
Paul’s custom as well (Acts 17:2). 
But Paul also reached out to Jews 
who had no synagogue. The Jews of 
Philippi apparently had insufficient 
numbers to form a synagogue and 

thus met by the riverside. This, too, 
occurred on the Sabbath (Acts 16:13).

Preaching to Jews and 
gentiles on the Sabbath
It was not only the Jews that Paul 
reached on the Sabbath. Synagogues 
in the Greek world often included 
not only Jews and their converts 
(proselytes), but also “devout 
Greeks”—those who had renounced 
the worship of idols and worshipped 
God, but who had not yet been fully 
admitted to the privileges of Jewish 
proselytes (Barnes’ Notes on Acts 17:4).

When Paul first spoke at Antioch 
in Pisidia on the Sabbath, it was 
the gentiles who “begged that these 
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The reactions and responses of gentiles, 
as well as Paul’s custom of preaching on 
the Sabbath, reflect an early Church that 
cherished God’s Sabbath.

words might be preached to them the 
next Sabbath” (Acts 13:42). Not only 
did the gentiles first hear Paul on the 
Sabbath, but they asked to hear more 
on a Sabbath rather than some other 
day. Those gentiles were not alone in 
their desire to hear the gospel, as the 
account in Acts demonstrates: “On 
the next Sabbath almost the whole 
city came together to hear the word 
of God” (verse 44).

Nowhere in Acts (or the New 
Testament) is there a sense that the 
Sabbath is no longer of value. Rather, 
the reactions and responses of gentiles, 
as well as Paul’s custom of preaching 
on the Sabbath, reflect an early Church 
that cherished God’s Sabbath.

“Let no one judge you”
Unfortunately, many people 
misunderstand Paul’s epistles, or 
letters, twisting them to support 
ideas Paul never taught (2 Peter 3:15-
16). These letters are included in the 
New Testament because they provide 
valuable instruction, but we must 
remember that they were addressed 
to specific congregations facing their 
own unique problems. Paul wrote 
the letters, taking for granted that 
the readers would have a familiarity 
with the issues. For us—nearly 2,000 
years later—to understand some of 
the specific issues, we must dig below 
the surface.

Colossians 2:16-17 is one of the most Ph
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misunderstood New Testament 
passages. Among the many sources 
of difficulty in understanding these 
verses is a failure to appreciate 
the context. Other hindrances are 
issues in translating the Greek and a 
prejudice against keeping God’s laws.

Commentaries generally view the 
passage as a statement eliminating 
the need to keep the Sabbath or 
the “Jewish” festivals. In reality, 
the opposite is true. When readers 
suspend their prejudice and strive 
to understand the context and the 
language of Colossians 2, they will 
clearly hear Paul’s admonition 
to celebrate God’s Sabbath and 
festivals regardless of pressures to 
compromise their beliefs.

Here is the passage in the New King 
James Version: “So let no one judge 
you in food or in drink, or regarding 
a festival or a new moon or sabbaths, 
which are a shadow of things to 
come, but the substance is of Christ.”

The typical argument is that God’s 
laws, including the command 
to keep His Sabbath, are only a 
shadow pointing to Christ. Since the 
“substance is of Christ,” according to 
these arguments, there is no longer 
a need to observe the Sabbath. But 
this line of reasoning cannot be 
supported by the facts.

Checking the context
Reading through Colossians 2, we 
quickly see that Paul is confronting 

teaching that strays from “the faith, 
as you have been taught” (verse 7). 
Key words throughout the passage 
identify the heretical teaching as a 
first-century form of gnosticism. 

Ascetic attacks on feasting
The Colossian gnostics sought 
salvation through denial of the 
body’s needs (a practice now labeled 
as asceticism) and strict adherence to 
rituals to appease “elemental spirits” 
(verse 8, New Revised Standard 
Version). 

The gnostics who had crept into the 
Colossian church were not attacking 
the Sabbath day itself, but the 
manner in which the day was being 
observed. The Sabbath had long 
been considered a weekly feast day, 
first by Israel, then by the Church. 
The ascetic gnostics objected to any 
celebratory feast, teaching denial of 
the flesh instead. In addition, the 
gnostics wanted Colossian Christians 
to adopt and adhere to a rigorous 
system of superstitious behavior to 
appease supposed elemental spirits.

Translation issues
The common translations of verse 17 
further complicate understanding. 
The New King James Version renders 
the verse this way: “Which are a 
shadow of things to come, but the 
substance is of Christ.” The English 
“substance” in this verse comes from 
the Greek soma, which is generally 
translated “body” or “bodies.” 
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What Happened on the First Day 
of the Week?

Only a handful of passages in the New Testament mention 

the first day of the week, whereas the Sabbath is mentioned 

60 times. Most of the references to the first day of the week 

deal with the discovery that Christ had risen. However, there 

are three passages that mention the first day of the week 

that are sometimes improperly quoted in support of Sunday 

observance. Here are those passages with explanations.

John 20:19

“Then, the same day at evening, being the first day of the 

week, when the doors were shut where the disciples were 
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assembled, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood in the 

midst, and said to them, ‘Peace be with you.’”

As this verse clearly states, the disciples had gathered out of 

fear of the Jews. Jesus had been crucified four days earlier, 

just prior to the First Day of Unleavened Bread. There is no 

suggestion in verse 19 that the disciples were assembled for 

a worship service, nor does the passage suggest that they 

intended to establish a new day to replace the Sabbath. The 

group had simply come together to discuss the news of 

Christ’s resurrection, brought to them by Mary Magdalene 

(verse 18).

Acts 20:7

“Now on the first day of the week, when the disciples came 

together to break bread, Paul, ready to depart the next day, 

spoke to them and continued his message until midnight.”

First, it’s interesting to note that the Bible counts days 

starting at sunset, so the evening on the first day of the 

week would actually be Saturday night. This is pointed out 

in various translations such as the New English Bible, which 

gives the time frame as “on the Saturday night.” Of course, 

verse 11 shows Paul kept talking with them till daybreak, so 

part of this meeting was very early on Sunday morning. 

This passage is the only one in the New Testament that 
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actually describes Christians assembling on the first day of 

the week. However, nothing in the passage indicates this 

practice to be the usual manner of worship. On the contrary, 

this group met in Troas because Paul was passing through 

the area. In fact, this assembly was the last opportunity for 

the Christians at Troas to see Paul before he began his long 

hike to Assos on Sunday morning.

Also of interest is the preceding verse, which explains 

that Paul waited until after an annual holy day to sail from 

Philippi. The holy days and Sabbath were still important to 

Paul and the Church.

1 Corinthians 16:2

“On the first day of the week let each one of you lay 

something aside, storing up as he may prosper, that there be 

no collections when I come.”

Merely because this collection is to be set aside on the first 

day of the week, a number of commentators have attempted 

to equate it with offerings taken up during church services. 

A closer look at the language of the passage will make it 

clear that such a conclusion is unwarranted. It was individual 

members of the Church who were to independently “lay 

something aside” for a special relief effort for the needy 

brethren in Judea. There is no mention of a church service.
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Nowhere else in the New Testament 
is the word rendered as “substance.”

In the King James Version, verse 17 
reads: “Which are a shadow of things 
to come; but the body is of Christ.” 
Here the translators added the word 
“is,” which does not appear in the 
Greek. If we remove the word “is,” 
the final phrase would be “but the 
body of Christ.” 

Finally, we can understand what Paul 
is telling the Colossians! They were 
not to allow anyone to judge their 
eating and drinking, or the manner 
in which they kept the Sabbath, 
except the Body of Christ, which is 
the Church (Colossians 1:24).

For more about the context and 
meaning of Colossians 2:16-17, 
see the article “Colossians 2:16-17: 
Did Paul Warn Christians Against 
Keeping God’s Law?” on the 
LifeHopeandTruth.com website. Also 
see the related article “What Was 
Nailed to the Cross in Colossians 
2:14?” which shows that the record of 
our sins (not the Sabbath and the rest 
of the law) was nailed to the cross.

There remains a Sabbath rest
There is yet another reference to the 
Sabbath in the New Testament that 
is generally overlooked because it is 
often translated as “rest.” Hebrews 
4:9 uses the Greek word sabbatismos, 
an expression that occurs only once 
in the New Testament, meaning 

“Sabbath rest.” In this passage, the 
promised future rest of God is linked 
to the weekly Sabbath. 

The New International Version 
translates this verse, “There remains, 
then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of 
God.” When understood, this verse 
presents powerful support for the 
continued Christian celebration of 
the seventh-day Sabbath.

As we have seen, Jesus Christ, the 
apostles and the New Testament 
Church continued to observe the 
seventh-day Sabbath; and a careful 
examination of New Testament 
passages shows that the Sabbath was 
never replaced or changed. 

The New Testament Church 
continued to meet and worship on 
the Sabbath day. As the Sabbath 
was set apart for a commanded 
“holy convocation” or meeting in 
the Old Testament (Leviticus 23:3), 
it continued to be the commanded 
assembly for the Church of God. 

Hebrews 10:24-25 stresses the 
continuing and increasing 
importance of meeting together and 
encouraging each other in Christian 
fellowship as the return of Jesus 
Christ draws near. This is a vital way 
for the children of God to support 
each other in a hostile world.

Observing the Sabbath remains a 
command for Christians today.

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/law-and-grace/colossians-2-16/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/law-and-grace/colossians-2-16/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/law-and-grace/colossians-2-16/
http://
http://
http://
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Answers to Objections to 
the Sabbath
Since most churches do not observe the seventh-day 

Sabbath, they have advanced various arguments to justify 

the change to Sunday. What does the Bible say about these 

arguments?

Any day in seven: The principle of a 
Sabbath rest is great, but it does not 
really matter which day we keep.

Answer: Ever since Adam and Eve 
sinned by disobeying God’s com-
mand not to eat of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil (Genesis 
2:16-17; 3:1-6), humans have contin-
ued to insist on determining right 
and wrong for themselves. From 
Nadab and Abihu to Hophni and 
Phinehas, and from Uzzah to King 
Manasseh, biblical history includes 
many stories of people who chose 
their own way rather than God’s 
(Leviticus 10:1-3; 1 Samuel 2:12-17, 
22-25; 4:11; 2 Samuel 6:6-7; 2 Kings 
21).

God made the seventh day holy at 
creation, and nowhere in the Bible 
does He give humans authorization 
to change that or pick a day of their 
own choosing. The Fourth Com-
mandment says to “remember the 
Sabbath,” not a Sabbath.

God explained that one of the rea-
sons Judah went into captivity was 
that its “priests have violated My law 
and profaned My holy things; they 
have not distinguished between the 
holy and unholy … and they have 
hidden their eyes from My Sabbaths” 
(Ezekiel 22:26). Which day we keep 
clearly does matter to God!
Christ’s resurrection: Jesus was res-
urrected on Sunday morning, making 
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the first day of the week preferable to 
the seventh.

Answer: There is no biblical pas-
sage indicating that Christians are to 
worship on Sundays rather than the 
Sabbath. Furthermore, a close study 
of the Gospels will make it clear that 
Christ was not, and could not have 
been, resurrected on the first day of 
the week. When Mary Magdalene 
and “the other Mary” went to the 
tomb, they learned that Jesus was not 
there because He had already risen 
from the dead (Matthew 28:6).

Jesus specifically said He would be 
in the tomb for three days and three 
nights (Matthew 12:39-40). Since He 
was buried in the late afternoon, He 
had to also be raised in the late after-
noon 72 hours later (not on Sunday 
morning).

A careful study will show that Christ 
was not entombed on a Friday after-
noon; He was actually buried close 
to sunset on a Wednesday just before 
an annual holy day, the First Day of 
Unleavened Bread. Three days and 
three nights later, as the weekly Sab-

A close study of the Gospels will make it clear 
that Christ was not, and could not have been, 

resurrected on the first day of the week.
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bath came to a close, He was resur-
rected late Saturday afternoon just 
before sunset.

For more on this, see our article 
“Sign of Jonah: Did Jesus Die Good 
Friday, Rise on Easter?” on our web-
site (LifeHopeandTruth.com). It 
includes a helpful chart to show the 
three days and three nights.

The writings of Paul: The apostle 
Paul taught that Christians need not 
keep the Sabbath in Galatians 4:8-11; 
Romans 14:1-6; and Colossians 2:16.

Answer: This argument fails to 
appreciate the cultural and histori-
cal backgrounds of these books. In 
each case, Paul was squaring off with 
gnostic heresies or other nonbibli-
cal teachings that had affected true 
believers.

The expression “weak and beggarly 
elemental spirits” in Galatians 4:9 
(New Revised Standard Version) 
points to the gnostic belief in a false 
intermediary spiritual realm. Simi-
larly, the references to eating ver-
sus fasting in Romans 14:3 and to 
esteeming or not esteeming particu-
lar days in verse 5 point to special 
days of fasting apparently popular 
among some Christians. These were 
not days set aside by God. There is no 
mention of the Sabbath in these pas-
sages.

Nowhere does Paul proclaim the abo-
lition of God’s laws. On the contrary, 
Paul asserts that “the law is holy, and 

the commandment holy and just and 
good” (Romans 7:12).

More detailed answers can be found 
in several articles on the LifeHope-
andTruth.com website, including 
“Colossians 2:16-17: Did Paul Warn 
Christians Against Keeping God’s 
Law?” and “Does Romans 14 Prove 
There Is No Sabbath?”

Early church fathers: Once the early 
church had escaped its Jewish heri-
tage, most influential leaders argued 
against keeping the Sabbath. During 
the second century, Ignatius, Jus-
tin Martyr, Irenaeus and Clement 
of Alexandria all attacked Sabbath 
observance. Tertullian followed their 
lead during the third century.

Answer: The New Testament warns 
many times of false teachings that 
would affect the Church (Matthew 
24:11; Acts 20:30; 2 Peter 2:1; Jude 
1:4). This consistent effort of some 
leaders to combat Sabbath observance 
actually makes it clear that a sig-
nificant number of Christians tena-
ciously clung to “the faith which was 
once for all delivered to the saints” 
(Jude 1:3). These faithful Christians 
continued to celebrate the Sabbath in 
spite of opposition and persecution 
from a church that was being increas-
ingly influenced by pagan ideas.

For answers to more questions, see 
the article on our website (LifeHope-
andTruth.com) “Was the Sabbath 
Changed to Sunday?”Ph
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http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/law-and-grace/colossians-2-16/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/law-and-grace/colossians-2-16/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/sabbath/romans-14-sabbath/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/sabbath/romans-14-sabbath/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/sabbath/sabbath-changed-sunday/
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Sunset to Sunset: When and 
How to Keep God’s Sabbath
Celebrating the Sabbath the way God wants us to requires 

understanding, wisdom and love. And it can be a  

blessing and a delight!

“So the evening and the morning 
were the first day” (Genesis 1:5). 
This formulaic expression appears 
throughout the first chapter of Gen-
esis (verses 8, 13, 19, 23, 31). Within 
the first chapter of the Bible, then, 
God reveals that He uses sunset to 
separate one day from another.

This practice may surprise people 
today. We are accustomed to days 
that begin at midnight, a conven-
tion that can be traced to the Roman 
Empire. Starting a day in the middle 
of the night is a clumsy alternative, 
though. This practice depends on 
human instruments for measuring 
time.

God, on the other hand, links the 
end of one day, and the beginning of 
another, to the setting sun. 

The Sabbath isn’t a day on which 
we go to church for a few minutes 
in the morning and then rush off to 
continue with our own routine and 
activities. It’s a 24-hour observance 
that begins Friday at sunset and con-
cludes at sunset Saturday.

Two ditches: from 
disobedience to burdensome 
traditions
When to begin and end the Sabbath 
may be easy to determine. What has 
caused far more trouble through the Ph
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Meeting together for Sabbath services 
also provides the opportunity for us to 
fellowship with like-minded Christians.
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years is determining how to observe 
the Sabbath. As the Bible shows, 
from the time Israel crossed the Red 
Sea until the Babylonian exile, most 
of the people of Israel profaned God’s 
Sabbath. After the Jews returned 
from captivity, some of the more 
zealous among them set about estab-
lishing a system to try to ensure that 
the nation never again tolerated such 
abuse of God’s Sabbath.

Although these traditions may have 
begun with the right spirit and atti-
tude, through the centuries they 
became a twisted, convoluted web of 
ordinances that made the Sabbath 
a burden. At the time of Christ, the 
Pharisees were carrying on the tradi-
tions established through the years 
by their ancestors. 

By that time, this tradition had iden-
tified 39 broad categories of work 
prohibited on the Sabbath. A more 
comprehensive list of more than 600 
man-made ordinances identified not 
only what could not be done on the 
Sabbath, but what must be done to 
observe it properly.

From our perspective today it is easy 
to see that Christ condemned the 
Pharisees because “they bind heavy 
burdens, hard to bear, and lay them 
on men’s shoulders; but they them-
selves will not move them with one 
of their fingers” (Matthew 23:4).

Most of the conflict between the 
Pharisees and Jesus was a result of 

their burdensome traditions. The 
religious leaders of Christ’s time 
accepted traditions that heaped regu-
lation after regulation onto the Sab-
bath, making it a burdensome day 
rather than a release from the duties 
and concerns of everyday life.

Celebrating with love
So how should a Christian observe 
the Sabbath today? God gives us a 
basic outline in the Old Testament. 
We know that we are not to work on 
the Sabbath, for example, nor are we 
to conduct our normal business. We 
know that we should allow our hus-
bands and wives, sons and daughters, 
servants and employees to celebrate 
the day as well. 

And we know that the day is a holy 
day—made holy by the presence of 
our God. It is a day for a “holy con-
vocation” (Leviticus 23:3)—a day for 
meeting together to learn about God 
and His Word. Meeting together for 
Sabbath services also provides the 
opportunity for us to fellowship with 
like-minded Christians. (To find a 
Sabbath-keeping congregation in 
your area or to contact a pastor near 
you, see the contact list at cogwa.org/
congregations.)

God did not leave us in the dark 
about how to keep His Sabbath holy, 
but neither did He provide a compre-
hensive list of acceptable activities 
for the day. Instead, He gave us broad 
principles to be applied in wisdom 

http://cogwa.org/congregations/
http://cogwa.org/congregations/
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How Do I Fit the Sabbath 
Into My Life?

An entire day? Every week? You’ve got to be kidding!

For many people, Saturday is one of the busiest days: work, 
household projects, shopping, recreation. … Initially, many think 
that it doesn’t make sense to shut everything down to “rest” for 
an entire day every week. Rather than a blessing, it might initially 
seem to be a burden that takes away from what precious little 
time we have for ourselves as it is.

Why should I set aside an entire day every week to observe 
the Sabbath?
• God knows that we won’t take a day out of each week to 
remember, honor and worship Him unless He tells us to. 
Without the Sabbath, we become so absorbed in our own 
pursuits and pleasures that we lose our connection to Him.

• God knows that our bodies and minds need rest and 
rejuvenation. Each week we can be refreshed physically and 
mentally to help us have the energy and health to work 
effectively the rest of the week.

• God knows that we need spiritual rejuvenation. The Sabbath 
opens up an entirely new and satisfying perspective—helping 
us to understand that life is about much more than our natural 
interests, ambitions and pleasure. Through it, we learn to 
treasure life itself—its purpose and God’s amazing plan for each 
of us.
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How can I possibly observe the Sabbath every week? 
To do so is quite an investment of time, but it isn’t as impractical 
as it might seem. Notice in Exodus 20 that the Fourth 
Commandment has two essential parts: “Remember the Sabbath 
day, to keep it holy” (verse 8).

• To “remember” means to recall, to have in mind or to think 
about. Remembering this day implies that we have it in mind 
throughout the week so that we can prioritize and plan our lives 
in preparation for the day of rest at the end of the week.

• The seventh day of the week is holy time. Having remembered 
and planned for the Sabbath, we “keep” it holy by observing it 
in the way God intended.

• In effect, it becomes the focus of each week—a day we plan for 
and anticipate so that we can keep it holy.

“The Sabbath was made for man”
We don’t live in a “Sabbath-friendly” world. Anyone who hasn’t 
observed the Sabbath may view the whole idea with skepticism 
and doubt.

But the Bible shows that remembering to keep the Sabbath holy 
is as important as not lying, stealing, cheating on our spouse or 
murdering. The 10 Commandments are a package deal (James 
2:10-11)!

In addition to being a command, God created the Sabbath to 
benefit our lives (Genesis 2:1-3; Mark 2:27). Making the decision 
to observe it can be daunting—it takes faith, commitment, 
understanding and planning. But when we come to recognize 
and appreciate the day for the special blessing that it is, our 
question may change from, “How could I possibly take a whole 
day out of my life every week for the Sabbath?” to an entirely 
different one: “Why would I not observe God’s wonderful gift of 
the Sabbath every week?”
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and with the intent of honoring Him. 
Above all, He expects us to use this 
special day to show our love—love to 
Him and love to our neighbor.

Calling the Sabbath a delight
For someone new to celebrating the 
Sabbath, the prospect of interrupt-
ing a busy routine from sunset Friday 
until sunset Saturday might seem 
intimidating and unrealistic. Fur-
thermore, a day set apart from the 
usual pursuits may seem joyless and 
boring.

The opposite is true!

God’s perspective
Isaiah spoke of this conundrum: “If 
you turn away your foot from the 
Sabbath, from doing your pleasure 
on My holy day, and call the Sabbath 
a delight, the holy day of the Lord 
honorable, and shall honor Him, 
not doing your own ways, nor find-
ing your own pleasure, nor speak-
ing your own words, then you shall 
delight yourself in the Lord” (Isaiah 
58:13-14).

The Hebrew word rendered “plea-
sure” twice in this passage is hepes, 
which often means pleasure, but can 
also mean “one’s affairs,” the things 
in which we “delight” (Vine’s Com-
plete Expository Dictionary of Old 
and New Testament Words, “plea-
sure”). In Ecclesiastes 3:1 the word 
is translated “purpose.” Isaiah is not 
commanding us to endure a Sabbath 

devoid of joy, but to turn aside from 
our individual purpose. He is telling 
us not to pursue the usual physical 
affairs of living, but instead to pursue 
the spiritual things of God.

Through this, we will learn that the 
things of God are full of joy. In this 
same passage Isaiah tells us to “call 
the Sabbath a delight,” using the 
noun oneg. He uses the verb form, 
anag, to promise that “you shall 
delight yourself in the Lord.”

The choice is between the physical 
and the spiritual, between the tem-
porary and the eternal. Our regular 
physical pursuits certainly have a 
level of importance, but there must 
be more to life than just our own 
busyness and pursuits if we are going 
to experience real, lasting joy. A rela-
tionship with God leads to the kind 
of satisfaction we are all looking for. 
And learning that the Sabbath is a 
“delight” will help us develop an 
eternal relationship of delight with 
our Creator.

For more about how to celebrate the 
Sabbath, see the article on our web-
site (LifeHopeandTruth.com) “How to 
Keep the Sabbath as a Christian.” If 
you have other questions, feel free to 
contact our caring team of personal 
correspondence ministers using our 
Contact form at LifeHopeandTruth.
com/contact. We are happy to hear 
from you and to assist you in any way 
we can.

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/sabbath/how-to-keep-the-sabbath/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/sabbath/how-to-keep-the-sabbath/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/contact
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/contact
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How can we make the Sabbath a delight? Putting a little 

effort into planning each week can help fill our Sabbaths 

with joy and peace. Here are some ideas:

1. Prepare in advance to have a special dinner on Friday 

night. If you can afford a more expensive cut of meat 

only once a week, make that a Sabbath treat. Add 

relaxing music and an attractive floral display, and the 

dinner becomes even more special. Perhaps you can also 

consider using the fine china and sharing some wine. (If 

you are single, invite other Sabbath-keepers to your home 

for dinner or brunch.)

2. Arrive early and stay afterward for church services on 

the Sabbath. This will give extra time for the uplifting 

conversation that the Bible calls fellowship. Consider in 

advance ways to comfort and encourage your Christian 

brothers and sisters at church. Discuss the helpful spiritual 

principles you learn in sermons and Bible studies. (See 

more about this in the article “Christian Fellowship” 

on the LifeHopeandTruth.com website.)

Making the Sabbath a Delight
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3. The Sabbath honors our Creator, so why not enjoy 

God’s creation? Have breakfast on the patio. Take a walk 

through the park or have a nice picnic.

4. Enjoy deeper conversation with God. Prayer is our chance 

to talk with God, and Bible study allows us to listen to 

Him. The Bible also tells us the benefits of meditation—

taking time to deeply think about what God tells us so 

we can apply it in our lives. The Sabbath gives us the 

opportunity to focus more deeply on all of these aspects 

of strengthening our relationship with God.

5. Use the extra time to spend with your children. Teach 

them about God as you enjoy His creation. Pray with your 

children. Involve them in special activities. Read Bible 

stories to your children. Use the Sabbath to draw your 

family closer to one another and closer to God.

The Sabbath honors our Creator, 
so why not enjoy God’s creation? 
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LifeHopeandTruth.com exists to fill a critical void in this world: the 
lack of understanding about the purpose of life, the lack of realistic 
hope for a better future and the lack of truth!

Neither religion nor science has satisfactorily addressed these issues, 
so people today are of divided opinions, confused or, worst of all, 
don’t care anymore. The ancient words of the prophet Isaiah ring so 
true today: “Truth is fallen in the street.” Why? Is it because God was 
right when He warned that humans are inclined to reject Him and 
usually choose not to know Him?

We are here for people who are searching for answers, who are ready 
to prove all things or who are hungry for more than what they’ve 
been taught most of their lives about God, the Bible, the meaning of 
life and how to live. We want to help you truly understand the good 
news of the gospel and fulfill Jesus Christ’s admonition to “seek first 
the kingdom of God and His righteousness.”

LifeHopeandTruth.com is sponsored by the Church of God, a 
Worldwide Association, Inc. It is supported by the generous 
contributions of donors and members of the Church around the 
world, who make it possible for everything on this site to be free of 
charge based on Jesus Christ’s statement, “Freely you have received, 
freely give.” You will never be charged or made to feel obligated for 
anything on this site.

The Church of God, a Worldwide Association, has congregations 
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