
The Christian Sabbath 

	 The first thing we must say about the Sabbath— or the Lord’s Day— is that it is a gift from 
God to mankind. As part of  God’s moral law, the Fourth Commandment reveals God’s wisdom, 
holiness, and goodness. Adoration for God’s divine design, not argumentation over details, is the 
proper first response for this day of  rest and worship. And we get 52 of  these gifts every year! 
	 The Sabbath is a gift God gives at the end of  the week of  creation. That’s why it’s called a 
“creation ordinance” (other examples are work and marriage; creation ordinances are inviolable). 
In six days, God made the heavens and the earth. But on the seventh, God rested and blessed this 
special day as an entire day consecrated to Him (Gen 2:2-3). This is the reason God gives in the 
original giving of  the Fourth Commandment for why God’s people are to “remember the 
Sabbath day, to keep it holy” (Ex 20:11): because God rested, mankind is to rest. This is 
important to note. The Sabbath was given to man, not just to the Jews (Mk 2:28). Even though 
the full richness and significance of  the Sabbath cannot be enjoyed apart from Jesus Christ, the 
wonderful design of  God’s creation ordinances is that even unbelievers can enjoy fringe benefits 
that arise from an outward observation of  these ordinances (for example, the historic “Blue 
Laws” in the United States prohibited much commercial activity, many types of  amusement, and 
travel— the entire population would have been physically refreshed simply by instituting 
something analogous to the Sabbath). 
	 The coming of  Christ does not represent the end of  the Fourth Commandment. It means 
that the Sabbath has been re-signified and re-constituted as the first day of  seven. The reason for 
the “1 and 6 pattern” is obvious. The OT Sabbath marked the culmination of  old creation by 
concluding the week (the “6 and 1 pattern”). But Jesus arose on the first day of  the week. In 
Christ’s resurrection, a new creation dawns. The Christian Sabbath, thus, marks out the new 
creation by fronting the week on the first day. The early church recognized this change as it 
gathered for worship on the first day of  the week, or the Lord’s Day, commemorating each Lord’s 
Day the resurrection of  our Savior (Jn 20:19; Acts 20:7; 1 Cor 16:2; Rev 1:10). 
	 Even in the garden of  Eden, God gives a clue that man is headed towards the “6 and 1” 
pattern of  the Christian Sabbath. Man was made on the sixth day but man’s first full day is the 
seventh, or the Sabbath. God created man for the work of  dominion and fruitfulness. However, 
more important than the work of  dominion in the world is the work of  communion with God 
and rest in His provision. Adam’s first day (the seventh day) testifies that man is made first for 
communion and then dominion, and only in that order. This pattern holds true for the Church, the 
people of  the Last Adam. 
	 Obviously, there are things from the OT celebration of  the Sabbath that have been abolished 
in Christ’s coming. The OT Sabbath is not exactly the Christian Sabbath. For starters, in the OT, 
not keeping the Sabbath meant exile for God’s covenant people from His holy land (cf. Neh 
13:15-22). In the NT, God’s relationship with His people is not premised upon living in the “holy 
land” for there is no such particular holy land anymore. However, the significance of  the weekly 
Sabbath remains the same: it represents an eternal communion with God to which He invites all 
mankind. That is why the writer to the Hebrews can call this eternal rest to which God calls His 
people “My Rest” (Heb 3:11; 4:3; 4:5), and why “there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of  



God” (Heb 4:9). Unlike Israel, we must persevere in the Christian faith to the end, believing and 
obeying God’s promise. We do so, in large measure, by attending each Lord’s Day the assembly 
of  God’s people and not neglecting to respond to God’s call in corporate worship (Heb 10:25). 
	 Some passages, upon a first reading, seem to suggest the NT does away with the Sabbath. A 
closer look says otherwise. Romans 14:5-8 is about how Christians are to deal with adiaphora, that 
is, things indifferent that are neither good or bad in themselves. These are matters of  individual 
conscience that Christians can often be persuaded about, but are not Scriptural commandments. 
When a Christian, because of  cultural or ethnic practices that do not violate God’s Word, gives 
special status to a certain day (for example, certain civil holidays like Memorial Day), he is neither 
to be condemned (but respected and loved) nor is he to impose his personal conviction on the 
consciences of  other Christians. There is Christian liberty about these matters. Galatians 4:9-11 
stresses the passing of  the Mosaic administration of  the covenant and the absurdity of  trying to 
hold on to the shadow of  redemption when the substance of  redemption, Christ, has arrived. 
Certainly, we should not celebrate the Jewish feasts since all these are fulfilled in Christ. Finally, 
Colossians 2:16-17 deals with a certain pernicious form of  Jewish asceticism that had crept in 
among the church at Colossae (2:18) leading to abstinence of  certain foods, bodily deprivation, 
austerity, and self-righteous tallying of  days (2:21-23). The Church rightly condemns asceticism, 
whether ancient or modern, as “self-made religion.”  
	 The Christian Sabbath is far removed from gloomy austerity and dour asceticism. It is a day 
of  joy, gladness, physical refreshment, spiritual nourishment, and even of  economic justice (when 
all in society, even the poorest, are able to physically rest). We are to “call the Sabbath a delight” 
(Is 58:13-14). We set aside our normal work and labors on the Sabbath to devote ourselves to a 
different kind of  work: the work of  worship and piety, the work of  mercy, and the work of  
necessity (Mt 121:1-12). The Sabbath was called by the Puritans, “the marketplace of  the soul” 
because it is here that we meet with God and His people to receive from God what we need for 
our soul in the upcoming week. On the Sabbath, we are not to pursue inactivity nor our business 
and pleasure— we are to pursue a different kind of  activity, the activity of  worshipping God, of  
fellowshipping with the saints of  God in homes marked by hospitality and openness, of  doing 
good to others, of  visiting the sick and shut-in, and of  helping the poor. It is the special day that 
God has set aside for Him and His Church to spend together. Treat the Sabbath as special because 
it is. Truly, the weekly Sabbath is to be a foretaste of  the eternal Sabbath. 
	 I encourage you to cultivate the practice of  the Christian Sabbath. The following books 
(many of  which can be borrowed from our book table) contain many practical tips to help you 
prepare and enjoy this weekly gift of  God: 
Walter Chantry, Call the Sabbath a Delight 
Joseph Pipa, The Lord’s Day 
Walter Brueggemann, Sabbath as Resistance: Saying No to the Culture of  Now 
Marva Dawn, Keeping the Sabbath Wholly: Ceasing, Resting, Embracing, Feasting 
Thomas Witherow, The Sabbath 
John Murray, Principles of  Conduct 
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