PASTORAL POSITION PAPER

“Sabbath Keeping”

The purpose of this paper is to provide a synopsis of the teachings of the eldership of Christ the Sovereign Covenant Church (CSCC) relative to that portion of the Covenant of CSCC in which the person covenanting into membership with CSCC affirms “I do hereby promise (the Lord being my helper) to keep the Sabbath, not doing my own pleasure, but God’s according to the Scriptures.”  This document contains the authoritative teaching of the eldership of the church in relationship to this requirement of the membership of the church.

“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 finding your own pleasure, Nor speaking your own words,  Then you shall delight yourself in the LORD; And I will cause you to ride on the high hills of the earth, And feed you with the heritage of Jacob your father. The mouth of the LORD has spoken."  (Is. 58:13-14)

In the Older Covenant, not only did God command the Sabbath, but attached significant blessings for obedience, and terrible curses for disobedience.  It was, thus, an important element of the covenant life of the people of God.  In Deuteronomy 5:12-15 we read: 

“Observe the Sabbath day, to keep it holy, as the LORD your God commanded you.  Six days you shall labor and 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 ox, nor your donkey, nor any of your cattle, nor your stranger who is within your gates, that your male servant and your female servant may rest as well as you.   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 the LORD your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day.”

In this, the second giving of the Ten Commandments, the covenant people of God were to keep the Sabbath because of God’s gracious redemption of them from slavery.  Sabbath-keeping was a response of the people to God’s gracious salvation of  them and including them in His covenant.

Ezekiel 20:10-12 tells us that the Sabbath was a sign given to His people to remind them of their special status:  

“Therefore I made them go out of the land of Egypt and brought them into the wilderness.  "And I gave them My statutes and showed them My judgments, which, if a man does, he shall live by them.  “Moreover I also gave them My Sabbaths, to be a sign between them and Me, that they might know that I am the LORD who sanctifies them.”
By keeping His law, specifically the Sabbath, He would cause them to know Him as their covenant Lord who saved them and set them apart as His special people.  But, instead of keeping His law, the people rejected Him, and He judged them by giving them over to an alien law, and sending them into exile.  In v. 12 God indicated that He would reveal Himself and His relationship with His people, in the context of blessing, if they kept Sabbath; but in vv. 19-20, God declared that He would reveal Himself and His relationship with them through the curse of judgment and desolation.  Thus, the Sabbath law was a covenant sign:  a sign of their relationship with the Lord.  By keeping the Sabbath, the people declared to God, themselves and to the world, that they were in covenant with God.  Failure to keep the Sabbath law was a disregarding of the covenant, and God Himself, treating His grace as of little importance.  Sabbath-breaking was, therefore, a very serious sin.

As Reformed Christians, we have a long Sabbatarian history, especially in the Puritan Reformation in England and America.  The fourth commandment was considered to be very important to the life of Christians individually, to the Christian community, and to society in general.  Sadly, few people today (either Christian or non-Christian) have any idea what the Sabbath is, let alone how or why it should be applied to our situation.  The question for us today is:  Does the Sabbath have an abiding validity and application for Christians in the New Covenant?  If so, why and how?

I.
The Nature of the Sabbath

A.
The Sabbath as a Creation Ordinance
The obvious place to begin a study of the Sabbath is at the creation, for it is there that we see the Sabbath instituted.  By the power of His word, God called forth the universe into existence.  The fact of His creative work and that He named the foundational parts of creation establishes His uncontested ownership and Sovereignty over the whole created order (Ps. 95:3-6).  At the end of His creative work, God is said to have been finished; having evaluated His work, He called it “very good” (Gen. 1:31-2:1).  Then in Genesis 2:2-3 we see that on the seventh day, after He had finished His work, God blessed the seventh day and set it aside as special.  It was special because He blessed it.

God did not bless and sanctify the seventh day for His own benefit, but that man might know how he is to live.  Man is to labor, taking dominion over the earth.  By God’s example, man is not to labor endlessly.  Man needs rest.  Thus, like God, man is to labor for six days, drawing that week’s work to a completion, evaluating that work, and resting from it.  One of the clear implications of the fact that the Sabbath is a creation ordinance in that it was made for all men, for as long as the creation exists.  

In Exodus 20:8-11, with the first giving of the Ten Commandments, God declared the necessity for man to keep the Sabbath on the basis of God’s Sabbath-keeping after the creation.  In this law we see the gracious provision of God for man.  Sabbath, as a creation ordinance, teaches and reminds us that God made all things, and that He is our Sovereign Lord.  He is the One who orders the affairs of our lives, even how we use the time that He has given us.  By setting one day in seven aside, God declares that all of our days are to be lived in obedience to Him.  Because this was established at creation, this applies not only to those who are God’s special people, but all men throughout history.


B.
The Sabbath as a Redemptive Ordinance
At the second giving of the law, in Deuteronomy 5:12-15, the reason given for keeping the Sabbath was to remind the people of their redemption from slavery in Egypt.  Only those who, by faith, placed the blood of the Passover lamb on their doorposts were saved during the Exodus.  Thus, the Sabbath, pointing back to the Exodus, taught the salvation of God’s people from the bondage of sin through the blood of Christ.  It reminds us as well that we are saved by grace through faith, and that we are a special people unto the Lord.    

The Sabbath is a sign of our status as both creatures and redeemed men (Ex. 31:12-18; and Ezek. 20:1-26), as well as a sign of the covenant (Gen. 9:12-13, 17; 17:11; Ex. 13:9, 16; Num. 26:10 cf. Num. 16; Deut. 6:8; 11:18; 28:45-46).


C.
The Sabbath and the Ceremonial law
The Sabbath is part of the moral law of God, expressing the moral character of God and what He expects from us.  The Ten Commandments are a summary of the whole law of God, and represent the revelation of God’s moral character, and the pattern for how man is to live as image-bearers of God.  If Sabbath is to be biblically understood as being only a ceremonial law, and that it’s observance is to be discontinued in the New Covenant (as some suppose), we would surprisingly be forced to admit that it is the only commandment in the Decalogue to have been abrogated.  

While the Sabbath is in some passages given in ceremonial language and contexts, it is not purely a ceremonial ordinance.  Thus, we see that while some parts of Sabbath observance may have changed due to the nature of the change from the Old to the New Covenants, the basic nature of the Sabbath has not changed.  We believe that the change in the Sabbath law is in the observance of the day from the seventh to the first day of the week.

II.
The Sabbath in the New Covenant

A.
Jesus and the Sabbath
Christ nowhere denounces or overturns the Sabbath law.  Rather, He corrects the misapplications of it by the Pharisees (e.g. Matt. 12:1-14; Mk. 2:23-28; Lk. 6:1-11; 13:10-17; 14:1-6).  In fact, He calls Himself the “Lord even of the Sabbath” (Mk. 12:28).  In these Gospel texts, Jesus sets forth the delight of the Sabbath, over against the burden that it had become at the hands of the Pharisees.  He taught that God desires “mercy and sacrifice” (Matt. 12:7), making doing good the priority on the Sabbath.  Thus, works of mercy and necessity have a God ordained place on the Sabbath because the Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath (Mk. 2:27).

Jesus was resurrected on the first day of the week (Matt. 28:1; Mk. 16:1-2; Lk. 23:56-24:1; Jn. 20:1), and made known His special presence to them repeatedly on the first day of the week (Lk. 24:13-35; 36-43; Mk. 16:12-14; Jn. 20:11-18; 19-25; 26-29; Acts 2:1 cf. Lev. 23:15-16).  The first day of the week has become the memorial of the resurrection of Christ, and the Christian Sabbath, the sign of the New Creation, and the full redemption of the sons of God.  B.B. Warfield, in his little booklet, Foundations of the Sabbath in the Word of God, wrote, 

“The appearance is strong that our Lord, having crowded the day of His rising with manifestations, disappeared for a whole week to appear again only on the next Sabbath…the full effect of our Lord’s sanctification of the first day of the week as the appointed day of His meeting with the disciples can be fitly appreciated only by considering with His manifestations also His disappearances.”


B.
The Apostles and the Sabbath
The Apostolic practice on the first day of the week demonstrates that they treated it as the New Testament Sabbath.  Acts 20:6-16 tells us that Paul, even though he was in a great hurry, delayed an extra seven days in order to meet with the disciples in Troas on the first day of the week.  Apparently, the first day of the week was understood to be the appointed day in which the disciples gathered together for worship.  We see a similar recognition of the first day of the week as the appointed day of assembly in 1 Corinthians 16:1-2.  What we learn from these references to the first day of the week is that the Apostles taught the churches to gather on that day.  It was the will of the Lord for the Churches to meet on the first day.  Thus, not only was it their practice to do so, it was the teaching of the Apostles, who planted the churches and taught them what they were to do in obedience to the Lord.

The first day of the week became known among the churches as “the Lord’s Day.”  Revelation 1:10 tells us that John was in the Spirit on “the Lord’s Day” (for the meaning of “Lord’s Day” cf. Is. 58:13-14).  He assumed that the believers that he wrote to would know which day he was referring to.  The commonly used term for the Christian Sabbath in the early Church was the Lord’s Day.

Moreover, Hebrews 3:6-4:13 teaches that there remains a sabatizmos, literally, a “sabbath-keeping” for the people of God because we have not fully and finally entered into God’s eternal rest (cf. 4:9).  Hebrews 10:24-25 commands us, New Covenant believers, not to forsake the assembling (literally: “super-synagogue”) of ourselves together, which has reference to the time of Sabbatical weekly worship.  Failure to do so indicates a person’s status as a covenant breaker through willful sin (10:26).  Thus, Sabbath-breaking (in both covenants) is to be understood as rebellion and unbelief in the promises of God.

The early church struggled over the question of how the Sabbath was to be kept in the New Covenant.  Some of these struggles are given to us in Romans 14, Galatians 4, and Colossians 2.  Romans 14:5-6 deals with concerns between weak and strong Christians, with things “indifferent,” things they could choose to do or not do.  Nowhere in the New Testament or in early church history is there any record of disputation over the question of Christians worshipping on the first day of the week (the day we now call Sunday).  It was indisputably a special day.  Therefore, whatever days are being referred to in Romans 14, they do not refer to the Lord’s day.  

Galatians  4:9-11 emphasizes salvation by grace through faith.  Some thought that righteousness was not by grace alone through faith, but included the necessity of doing the ceremonial works of the law (the observance of  circumcision, and special feast days, i.e. days, months, seasons and years; all of which were a part of the Old Covenant system of types and shadows, prefiguring the work of our Savior Jesus Christ).  Paul refuted this heresy.  

In Colossians 2:16-17, Paul did not discountenance the Christian Sabbath, otherwise known as the Lord’s day.  The Word ‘Sabbath’ is nowhere used in the New Testament of the Christian Lord’s day.  That word was used exclusively to denote the holy days of the Old Covenant.  The point is that during the time before the destruction of Jerusalem, many Christians observed both the seventh day (Saturday) Jewish Sabbath and Sunday Lord’s Day worship.  Christians were obligated to observe the Lord’s Day celebrations (Heb. 4 & 10), but were free to decide whether or not to observe the Jewish practice of the Saturday worship.  Paul commands that no judgments be made against the latter practice.

In Conclusion:

We have seen that in the very nature of the Sabbath, it necessarily has an abiding and binding character.  As part of the moral law of God, it abides as a standard for righteous behavior among His people.  The New Testament not only does not abolish the Sabbath, but restates it in the context of the New Covenant.   For the church today to reject the Sabbath is to fail to keep a sign of the covenant that we have with our Savior and Lord.  The question for us then is, ‘Are we willing to keep the covenant of our Lord in faith, or will we be like the people of old who rejected Him and His word, and were judged?’  If we answer in the affirmative, we will then seek to understand from the scriptures how we are to do so.

III.
Sabbath Keeping Today

A.
The Attitude of Sabbath Keeping:  A Delight
Our ability to call the Sabbath a delight comes primarily from a proper attitude towards God and what He has said about the Sabbath.  

The Lord said "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...Then I will delight yourself in the Lord.”  The phrase to “turn away your foot” is equivalent to turning away from trampling upon the Sabbath.  It echoes Is. 56:2 “Blessed is the man who does this, And the son of man who lays hold on it; Who keeps from defiling the Sabbath, And keeps his hand from doing any evil.”  Those who love the Lord, delighting themselves in Him, will demonstrate that love in the way that they keep the Sabbath.  If you keep the Sabbath according to the Scriptures, you will be blessed with a delight in the Lord.

We delight in the Sabbath when we understand that it was made for us!  It is to our benefit and it is a blessing to us.  Think about it:  God has given us fifty-two days of vacation every year; 7 ½ weeks in which we are commanded not to work.  Praise the Lord! We should not view the Sabbath as a burden or sacrifice.  A day of rest every week is a gift from God that we should not take for granted (see Pam Forster, A Day of Delight:  Making Sunday the Best Day of the Week).  

For many people, the Sabbath is difficult to enjoy, despite a good understanding and acceptance of the biblical teaching about the day.  The concerns over the affairs of life tend to crowd into the joy of the day. The Gospels refer to a “Day of Preparation” before the Sabbath (Matt. 27:62; Mk. 15:42; 23:54; Jn. 19:31).  The Day before the Sabbath was set aside as a time of preparation for the Sabbath.  This is a day for us to prepare ourselves by finalizing the work of the previous week, preparing food for the Lord’s Day, preparing our hearts for worship, and generally doing whatever needs to be done in order to call the Sabbath day a delight.


B.
The Actions of Sabbath Keeping:  Not doing your own pleasure
The Sabbath is a delight when and if we keep it according to the dictates of Scripture.  Isaiah 58:13-14 teaches us to call the Sabbath a delight, “The holy day of the LORD honorable, And shall honor Him, not doing your own ways, nor finding your own pleasure, nor speaking your own words…”



1.
Proscriptions of the Sabbath:  No work
There are biblical proscriptions or things that God commands us not to do in order to honor the Lord on His holy day.  The first of these is to do no work on the Sabbath (Ex. 16:23-29; 20:10; 31:14-15; 35:2; Lev. 23:3; Deut. 5:14; Jer. 17:21-27).  God gives us some specifics in His word (but these are not by any means exhaustive, thus, we must remember the general principle of no work on the Sabbath day).  Some of the specific examples include:




a.
No commerce


Neh. 10:31 “…if the peoples of the land brought wares or any grain to sell on the Sabbath day, we would not buy it from them on the Sabbath, or on a holy day;”

The idea here is the prohibition against buying and selling.  You are not to keep your store or business open, nor were you to patronize a store or business.




b.
No production


Neh. 13:15  “In those days I saw people in Judah treading wine presses on the Sabbath, and bringing in sheaves, and loading donkeys with wine, grapes, figs, and all kinds of burdens, which they brought into Jerusalem on the Sabbath day. And I warned them about the day on which they were selling provisions.”

The idea here seems to be that working to produce and market your products is prohibited on the Sabbath day.   You are to leave your money-making work alone on the Sabbath.




c.
Binding upon unbelievers



Neh. 13:16  “Men of Tyre dwelt there also, who brought in fish and all kinds of goods, and sold them on the Sabbath to the children of Judah, and in Jerusalem.”

Because all men are created as image-bearers of God, all men must rest from their work on the Sabbath day, as God did from His.  This is the general application of the Sabbath.  Unbelievers are to rest in the just as believers are to rest.




d.
Civil responsibility




Neh. 13:19-22  “So it was, at the gates of Jerusalem, as it began to be dark before the Sabbath, that I commanded the gates to be shut, and charged that they must not be opened till after the Sabbath.  Then I posted some of my servants at the gates, so that no burdens would be brought in on the Sabbath day.  Now the merchants and sellers of all kinds of wares lodged outside Jerusalem once or twice.   Then I warned them, and said to them, ‘Why do you spend the night around the wall? If you do so again, I will lay hands on you!’ From that time on they came no more on the Sabbath.”

The implication is that the civil magistrate has a responsibility to enforce Sabbath obedience in society.



2.
Prescriptions of the Sabbath

The Scriptures also give us prescriptions or things that God commands us to do in order to honor the Lord on His holy day.  Sabbath is not a day of idleness, but of holy or special works unto the Lord.  




a.
A Day of Holy Convocation

It was set aside as a day of public convocation or gathering for worship.  Lev. 23:1-3 teaches us:  “And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, “Speak to the children of Israel, and say to them: 'The feasts of the LORD, which you shall proclaim to be holy convocations, these are My feasts.  Six days shall work be done, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of solemn rest, a holy convocation. You shall do no work on it; it is the Sabbath of the LORD in all your dwellings.” 





b.
A Day of Feasting and Celebration

The Sabbath in the Old Covenant was a day appointed for feasting and celebration of the grace of God in the lives of the people.  Clearly the Sabbath was a delightful day.  It was not a day designed by God to forbid man from the joys of life.  A proper orientation for the Sabbath was one of joyful, happy celebration (Lev. 23:39; 24:5-9).  In fact, the removal of joyful feasting and celebration on the Sabbath is specifically said to be a curse from God for unfaithfulness (Hos. 2:11).  If the joy has gone out of the Sabbath, is it possible that it is because of unfaithfulness to the Lord?  Joy, feasting and celebration is the blessing of God specifically attached to the Sabbath; a lack of joy, feasting and celebration is the judgment of God in order to bring His people back to Him.  Thus, a special characteristic of the Christian Lord’s Day is godly recreation and joyful celebration in the finished work of our Savior.  As such, it is proper to spend time with our families and Christian friends, enjoying one another to the glory of God.




c.
A Day Centered around the Scriptures

In our resting from our labors, thoughts, and words, and as we come with the people of God in worship and joyful celebration, the Sabbath is observed in the context of hearing God speak to us through His word.  Throughout the book of Acts we see the practice of the Apostles on the Sabbath day being centered around the Scriptures, as had been done by God’s people for centuries before (Acts 13:27, 42, 44; 15:21; 16:13; 17:2; 18:4). Every household was to cease from their labors in order to meet in solemn assembly together.  They would gather for worship,  for reading of God’s word, and for feasting.  




d.
Works of Mercy and Necessity

The scriptural prohibitions against work on the Sabbath Day do not diminish the biblical requirement to do works of mercy and necessity on the Lord’s Day.  As the Lord of the Sabbath (Matt. 12:8), Jesus taught that the Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath (Mk. 2:27-28).  For this reason, it is not only permissible, but it is a necessary application of God’s Word to do works of mercy and necessity on the Sabbath.  Jesus was repeatedly challenged by the Jews for His willingness to heal on the Sabbath, which afforded Him the opportunity to reassert God’s revealed primacy of love and mercy in Sabbath-keeping (Ex. 20:10; 23:4-5; Deut. 5:14; 22:1-4; Matt. 12:1-13; Mk. 2:23-28; 3:1-5; Lk. 6:1-11; 13:10-17; 14:1-6; Jn. 5:1-15).  

Conclusion:

When properly understood and accepted, the biblical doctrine of the Sabbath is a great joy and delight for the Christian.  While we are “Sabbatarians,” we do not want to become Pharisaical in our application of the Sabbath.  While we have a biblical obligation to hold one another accountable to keep the Sabbath, not doing our own pleasures, but God’s, we must do so according to the Scriptures.  Therefore, our responsibility to one another is, first, to convocate weekly with the people of God for worship, fellowship and celebration; Second, we should hold one another accountable to do no work on the Sabbath (i.e. buying and selling, laboring as we would the other six days, etc.); and finally, to help each other learn to take great joy in the Sabbath.   

Sabbath-breaking is a serious sin, which must be dealt with if there is to be faithfulness in the Church.  While it is not the intention of the Elders to destroy the liberty that lawfully exists for the Christian, they must at the same time be overseers of the flock of God (Prov. 27:23; Heb. 13:7, 17; 1 Pet. 5:2-3).  Thus, if a member of the church is not keeping the Lord’s Day according to the Scriptures, the Elders must come along side to instruct him in the biblical doctrine of the Sabbath, and if necessary to bring reproof and correction, so that he will be brought to repentance and walk in full obedience to God.  In so doing, the Elders will assist the members of the church to delight in the Lord and His holy day.

We live in a day where most Christians know little or nothing about the Sabbath and its application to our Christian lives.  Therefore, we must strive to progressively study and apply the doctrine of the Christian Sabbath, the Lord’s Day, and teach it whenever God affords us the opportunity, to the end that we will see a return of Sabbath-keeping in our land.
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