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The Sabbath: 

For Christians? 

 
 

    The Sabbath was part of the Ten Words in the Old Cove-
nant: 
 

Deuteronomy 5:12  Observe the Sabbath day, to keep it 
holy, as Jehovah your God has commanded you. 13  Six 
days you shall labor, and shall do all your work, 14  and 
the seventh day shall be a Sabbath to Jehovah your 
God. You shall not do any work, ... 15  And remember 
that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and Jehovah 
your God brought you out from there by a mighty hand 
and by a stretched out arm. On account of this Jehovah 
your God has commanded you to keep the Sabbath 
day.  

 

    The Israelites kept this commandment by setting aside the 

seventh day of the week. 
    There is little question among Christians that the other 

nine declarations of the Ten Words constitute “moral law” 
and are valid for us.  But most of those who include the Sab-
bath in moral law nevertheless identify a change of day in the 

law: from the seventh day to the first day of the week.  This, 
of course, is contrary to the language of the command: “the 

seventh day.”  Is this change justifiable?  We will find that it 
is not. 
 

    We must further ask: do those who seek to practice the 
Sabbath on Sunday actually succeed in doing so?  What oth-

er standards for the Sabbath could we uphold than those God 
gave in His Law?  Are Sunday Sabbatarians keeping those?  

CAN they? 

 
    The fact is that the Sabbath acts quite differently than the 
other nine of the Ten Words, and that on several levels. 
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Differences Between the Sabbath  
and Moral Law 

 

    When we say “moral law,” we are specifying laws that are 
eternal, a reflection of God’s character: a right which is al-
ways right or a wrong which is always wrong.  There is no 
question that the Sabbath was binding for the Jews, but so 

were the ‘ceremonial’ laws, like circumcision.  Circumcision 

is not an eternal, moral law; its significance has passed into 
the realm of spiritual reality, leaving its physical observance, 
as the rest of what we call the ‘ceremonial’ law, not binding.  
 

    How could the Sabbath be part of the moral law when Je-
sus asked this about it: 
 

Matthew 12:5  Or have you not read in the Law that on the 
Sabbaths the priests in the temple profane the Sabbath 
and are guiltless?  

 

    Which other moral law were the Jews permitted to pro-
fane?  If it is a moral law, it allows of no exceptions.  If you 
begin to answer with Rahab telling justifiable lies as another 

exceptions to Moral Law, aren’t you moving in the wrong 
direction?  Would you loosen the seams of the Moral Law 

just to fit the Sabbath within it?  In fact, Rahab did not bear 

false witness (Prov 14:25), but that is not our subject. 
 

    Just ask yourself, where else could you find a moral law 
being necessarily profaned, as Jesus clearly says occurred 

weekly with the Sabbath?  Obviously, there is something dif-
ferent about the Sabbath.  This moves the observant student 

to another line of inquiry. 
 

Similarity Between the Sabbath  
and Ceremonial Law 

 

    There are only three of God’s laws that are also “signs” 
which point to the future (thanks to Kevin Chen of Union Uni-

versity).  They are circumcision, the Passover, and the Sab-

bath. 
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Exodus 31:13  Speak also to the sons of Israel, saying, 
Surely you shall keep My Sabbaths. For it is a sign be-
tween Me and you throughout your generations, to 
know that I am Jehovah who sanctifies you.  

 

    The same word “sign” is used of circumcision and the 
Passover but of no other laws. What has become of circumci-
sion and the Passover? We still keep them, but spiritually, not 

in the manner prescribed to the Israelites.  Note: the spiritual 

observance of circumcision and the Passover does not de-

crease, but rather increases their force and significance. 

    The same is true of the Sabbath.  It is the most Gospel-
oriented of the Ten Words.  It had the privilege of being a 

sign, like circumcision and the Passover: signs which are 
now fulfilled in Christ’s work and, through Him, in us. 
 

    Now think about it.  The Ten Words were the core of 
God’s covenant with the Israelites.  ‘Ceremonial’ laws were 

just as much a part of His covenant with them.  Why would 
He NOT have at least one law to represent the ceremonial 

side of the covenant within the core Ten? 
 

The Sabbath Conundrum in Acts 
 

    If we failed to see the difference between the Sabbath and 
the rest of the Ten Words earlier in God’s revelation, we can 

ignore it no longer in the book of Acts. 
    Acts is after the Resurrection.  The New Covenant has 

been established.  Yet the seventh day of the week is still 

called the Sabbath throughout Acts! 
 

Acts 18:4  And he [Paul] reasoned in the synagogue on 
every Sabbath, persuading both Jews and Greeks.  

 

    If the Christians had a new Sabbath day, why didn’t Luke 

call the old one “the old Sabbath,” or “the Jewish Sabbath,” 
or SOMETHING to let us know that it was different than 

our supposed Christian Sabbath? 
    The reason is clear.  There was no Christian Sabbath day.  

The Christians began meeting on the first day of the week, 
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not the seventh (Acts 20:7), but the SEVENTH day retained 
the title “Sabbath.”  Would Luke alter important theological 

terminology in deference to the Jews or the Old Covenant?  
Where else does he do so?  No, if the Sabbath had changed, 

the terminology would have changed as well. 
 

The Place of First Day Worship 
 

    Having brought up the newly sanctioned First Day wor-

ship from Acts, we must ask what its place is for us.  In the 
two passages that tell us that the Christians were meeting on 

the First Day, Acts 20:7 and 1 Cor 16:2, the Greek verbs in 
both places indicated a regular, ongoing meeting.  Hence, 

this had become the new standard, to which the new Chris-
tians had adapted without comment by Luke or Paul in those 
two passages. 

    As to the First Day’s binding nature, besides its regularity 
just indicated, its observance is mandated in Hebrews: 
 

Heb 10:25  not forsaking the assembling of ourselves to-
gether, as the manner of some is, but exhorting one an-
other, and so much the more as you see the Day ap-
proaching.  

 

    This forsaking of the Christian meeting day was probably 

due, at least in part, to the Jewish Christians going back to 
the Old Sabbath, as we shall shortly see.  Paul (assuming his 

authorship of Hebrews) was telling them that First Day wor-
ship was not optional.  It had come about with Apostolic au-

thorization; it was therefore the direct will of the Lord. 
    Furthermore, the First Day seems to be called “the Lord’s 
Day” in Rev 1:10 (though some translations have “the Day 

of the Lord,” an apocalyptic term).  If God has set apart First 
Day worship for Christians, it IS binding, and it is therefore 

HIS day.  Does this mean we cannot work on the day?  The 

first century Christians apparently went to work AS USUAL 

on the first day of the week.  It would have been little short 

of an uprising for the new Christian segment of the Empire 
to tell the Romans, “Excuse us, we’re going to start taking 
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this day off from now on.”  They met for worship before 
and/or after the work day, as is actually suggested by the late 

night worship in Acts 20:7.  In this regard, and many others, 
the First Day routine is quite different than the old Seventh 

Day. 
 

The Creation Sabbath 
 

    One of the seemingly strongest arguments that the Sabbath 

is a moral law was God setting the day aside in the Creation 
week: 
 

Gen 2:1  And the heavens and the earth were finished, and 
all their host. 2  And on the seventh day God completed 
His work which He had made. And He rested on the 
seventh day from all His work which He had made. 3  
And God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, be-
cause He rested from all His work on it, which God had 
created to make.  

 

    But note that God does not here command man’s sancti-

fication of the seventh day.  The day itself was blessed and 

sanctified, but man’s involvement is not mentioned.  Sunday 
Sabbatarians, of course, claim that man’s obligation is clearly 

implied. 
    Not so!  Consider three things: 

 1)  Firstly, the wording.  It is plainly a statement of fact and 
not a command; 
 2)  Secondly, we have no record of God’s people keeping the 

Sabbath from Creation to Moses.  This would be very strange 
if they had indeed taken the Sabbath as a binding weekly 

command.  As it is, we go back and read Genesis 2:1-2 care-
fully and realize, “No wonder. God hadn’t even commanded 

the Sabbath yet.” 
 3)  Thirdly, the reason God had not commanded the Sab-
bath yet was that His intention from the beginning was to tie 

His Creation Sabbath to the Gospel command in Moses’ 
covenant, as Psalm 95 reveals.   
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The Creation Sabbath 
and Psalm 95 

 

    Paul gives us a lengthy admonition in Hebrews 3 & 4 
based on the connection between the Creation Sabbath and 

Psalm 95.  He begins with an extensive quote from Psalm 
95:7-11: 
 

Heb 3:7  Because of this, even as the Holy Spirit says, 
"Today, if you hear His voice, 8  do not harden your 
hearts, as in the provocation, in the day of temptation 
in the wilderness, 9  there where your fathers tempted 
Me, testing Me, and saw My works forty years. 10  Be-
cause of this, I was angry with that generation and 
said, They always go astray in their heart; and they did 
not know My ways; 11  so I swore in My wrath, They 
shall not enter into My rest."  

 
    Why was Paul dealing with the Hebrews’ apostasy in these 
terms?  Most likely, the old Sabbath (along with most or all 
the rest of the Old Covenant) had become a stumbling block 

for the Jewish community to whom he wrote.  They did not 
understand the new Sabbath, the Sabbath reborn into the 

New Covenant, just as circumcision and the Passover had 
been reconfigured.  They were retaining the physical ob-

servance of circumcision, the annual feasts, and the Sabbath.  

The Jews were hanging on to the shadow while the spiritu-

al reality had arrived.  The gravity of this error cannot be 

overemphasized, as several of the epistles make clear.  We 
are still making the same kind of mistake today, then, if we 

hold to Old Covenant shadows, the ceremonial laws. 
 

    From the portion of Psalm 95 quoted above, we can see 

that the psalmist is visiting a previous period in Israel’s histo-
ry in order to give us a warning.  The amazing thing is that 

Paul then CONNECTS the “rest” the Israelites missed TO 
the Creation Sabbath! 
 

Heb 4:3  For we who have believed do enter into the rest, 
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as He said, "I have sworn in My wrath that they should 
not enter into My rest;" although the works were fin-

ished from the foundation of the world. 4  For He 
spoke in a certain place of the seventh day in this way: 
"And God rested the seventh day from all His works." 5  
And in this place again, "They shall not enter into My 
rest."  

 

    Amazing!  What a tie-in!  Paul reasons that the Israelites’ 

forfeiture of that rest means that the invitation still stands for 
us!  They forfeited what rest?  God’s Creation week rest of the 

seventh day!  That Sabbath is therefore the one we enter by 
faith in Christ! 

    So the Sabbath was not only a “sign” looking forward, like 
circumcision and the Passover, it was also a ‘rear view mir-
ror’ looking back to the Creation week.  Apparently, any time 

a man has saving faith in God, He is essentially joining God 
in His seventh day Creation week rest.  This is what Paul 

saw in Psalm 95 about the Creation week Sabbath.  On that 
basis, He admonished the Jews to be sure that they were con-

necting to the proper Sabbath: the spiritual reality, not the 
weekly, shadow observance. 
    Just think.  If Paul had considered the Sabbath to be a 

‘moral law’, he would not have reasoned this way.  His ad-
monition would have been that the Jews’ mistake was a fail-

ure to observe the change of day.  Instead, he put them in 
touch with the new, real Sabbath: a spiritual reality, not a 

weekly observance on the seventh or the first day. 
 

The Sabbath IS Binding for Christians 
 

    Having said all that, it may have sounded like an argu-
ment was being set up for the abrogation of the Sabbath as a 
binding law for Christians.  Not at all.  Perhaps we can say 

that a Christian is freed from the Sabbath DAY (as from 
physical observance of all ‘ceremonial’ law), but not from the 

Sabbath COMMAND, newly infused with Gospel impetus.  
A Christian above all men will uphold God’s Law in its en-

tirety and its fullness, Rom 7:25.  It’s just that some of that 
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Law has taken on a different and GREATER importance in 
the New Covenant. 
 

Heb 4:9  Then there remains a Sabbath observance for the 
people of God. 10  For He who has entered into His rest 
also rested Himself from his works, as God did from 
His own. 11  Therefore let us be diligent to enter into 
that rest, lest anyone falls in the same example of dis-
obedience.  

 

    Sunday Sabbatarians take “there remains a Sabbath ob-

servance (sabbatismos)” as a weekly observance.  But this 

misses the whole point Paul has been arguing.  Furthermore, 

“there remains” is obviously YET FUTURE in that we are 
admonished to be “diligent to enter” it.  This would be 
strange language for a weekly Sabbath, but perfectly natural 

language for a future one.  It also comports with the fact that 
the Sabbath was always a “sign” for the future. 

    THIS is the nature of the Christian Sabbath.  It “remains” 

for us in the future IF we will “strive to enter” it.  The He-

brews had failed that in the Wilderness.  The Hebrews Paul 
addressed were showing signs of failing it again.  We must 

see to it that we do not fail to spiritually enter the permanent-
ly binding, spiritual Sabbath. 
 

    This tells us, of course, that the Jews always possessed the 

spiritual essence of the Sabbath just as we do.  Same with 
circumcision.  God told them to circumcise their hearts 

(Deut 10:16).  They had the spiritual requirement AND the 
physical requirement.  We are bequeathed a much-heightened 

spiritual requirement alone since Christ has come.   
 

    Christ labored in Redemption, just as God originally la-

bored in Creation.  Our call to enter Christ’s rest, a demand 

to cease striving to be our own redeemers, is therefore a life-
or-death command of eternal consequence: a true keeping of 

the true Sabbath. 


