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On Day 7 God Ordained 

a Creation Ordinance 

Concerning Rest 
 

 

 
 

 

In the fourth commandment, our God calls upon us to set aside a day from our 

normal vocation and work and to gather for public worship. In the Old Testament, the 

saints put down their hoes and plows and gathered for public worship on the seventh day. 

In the New Testament, we look forward to our eternal rest as we gather for public worship 

on the first day of the week. Sunday is now the Lord’s Day. As we worship, the Sabbath 

is a down payment of our final inheritance. Sunday is a foretaste of heaven. The Sabbath 

is a day to enjoy God and grow in our enjoyment in Him as our Creator and Redeemer. 

Blessedness is found in the way of Sabbath-keeping. God says about those who do 
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His pleasure on His holy day: 

 

Then shalt thou delight thyself in the LORD; and I will cause thee to ride upon the 

high places of the earth, and feed thee with the heritage of Jacob thy father: for the 

mouth of the LORD hath spoken it (Isaiah 58:14). 

 

A Creation Ordinance 

 

The Sabbath is a creation ordinance. It is a weekly rest patterned after God’s 

creation rest. The Sabbath was intended for all men from the beginning and for all ages 

until the consummation of all things. God has given a positive, moral, and perpetual 

commandment, binding all men in all ages. He has appointed one day in seven for a 

Sabbath. Made in God’s image, man is to imitate God in the matter of rest. God did not 

need to rest, but He structured the creation week into six days of work and one day of rest 

as a pattern for creatures made in the image of God. God intended the Sabbath for man’s 

edification and imitation. 

As a creation ordinance, the Sabbath is one of those institutions like marriage and 

the cultural mandate that apply to mankind before the fall and afterwards. That God would 

change a creation ordinance seems very unlikely. Creation ordinances are given to man 

as man. Creation ordinances express the basic relationship between Creator and creature. 

God wants His creatures to set aside one day out of the week to give themselves to resting 

in Him. They also reveal something about relationships between creatures. For example, 

the institution of marriage is a creation ordinance. This ordinance reveals that God has 

ordained that one man marry one woman, for life. Creation ordinances reflect something 

about the basic structure of the creature and creation. The Sabbath brings out the 

underlying rhythm of creation; to keep the Sabbath is to be in tune with a fundamental 

rhythm of life. 

God established the six-day work week and Sabbath rest as a creation ordinance. 

Moses writes:  

 

Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. And on the 

seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh 

day from all his work that he had done. So God blessed the Sabbath day and made 

it holy, because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation 

(Genesis 2:1-2, ESV). 
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The word “Sabbath” is derived from the word “rested.” By resting from His 

creative work, God established the principle of Sabbath keeping. The Sabbath is a creation 

ordinance. God planned that His creatures would rest from their labors long before He 

gave the Law to His redeemed people at Mount Sinai. The Westminster Larger Catechism 

teaches that the Sabbath was a creation ordinance, and as such, continues unto the end of 

the world: 

 

Question 116. What is required in the fourth commandment? Answer. The fourth 

commandment requireth of all men the sanctifying or keeping holy to God such set 

times as he hath appointed in his word, expressly one whole day in seven; which 

was the seventh from the beginning of the world to the resurrection of Christ, and 

the first day of the week ever since, and so to continue to the end of the world; 

which is the Christian Sabbath, and in the New Testament called “The Lord’s Day.” 

 

God rested from His creative work in order to enter into an enjoyment of the 

marvelous world that He had made. “And God saw everything that he had made, and 

behold, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day” 

(Genesis 1:31). God continued to uphold the cosmos, but He stopped His unique work of 

creating new creatures. Jonathan Edwards was wrong to hold to his idea of continuing 

creation. God does not continue to create anew. God created the world and then rested. It 

is true that God continues to uphold the world that He created, but He does not constantly 

recreate it.  

God’s sabbath rest included His delight in the goodness of His handiwork. He 

revels in the beauty of His world. He takes pleasure in Adam and Eve who were created 

in His own image. He enjoys not only the aesthetic beauty of birds and animals, but the 

moral beauty of His son and daughter. He delights in how the creation functions well—

just as He designed it. God delights in His proper-functioning world and its orderliness. 

The Bible employs striking anthropomorphisms to describe God’s rest on the 

seventh day. The Bible dares to talk about God catching His breath or being refreshed: “It 

is a sign forever between me and the people of Israel that in six days the LORD made 

heaven and earth, and on the seventh day he rested and was refreshed” (Exodus 31:17, 

ESV). 

God’s work in creating the world and all creatures in six historical days is the model 

for our week. God made man in His own image. By His rest on the seventh day, God set 

the pattern for his image-bearers. God says:  
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Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor, and do all 

your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall 

not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your 

female servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates. For in 

six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and 

rested on the seventh day. Therefore, the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made 

it holy (Exodus 20:8-11, ESV). 

 

The framework hypothesis on Genesis 1, which tries to understand the days of 

Genesis 1 in terms of a literary framework rather than as historical days, causes confusion. 

Supporters of the framework hypothesis claim that God created the world in six 

“heavenly” days and then an unending Sabbath follows this. But if we are now in the 

unending Sabbath, why work?  

God set apart the seventh day as a day of rest. He blessed the day so that it would 

be a blessing to His creatures. The day was consecrated so that it would not be used for 

ordinary manual labor and be used for the worship of the Creator.  

God ordains the pattern for the weekly life of His creatures. We are to devote a 

whole day of each week to rest from our normal labors to celebrate Him. This is part of 

the moral fabric of God’s universe. This pattern also fits the nature of man. We need rest. 

We need a day set aside for worship. We need the means of grace. 

The fourth commandment concerning Sabbath rest is part of the moral law of God. 

The fourth commandment is included in the Ten Commandments which are the revelation 

of God’s moral will. God says: 

 

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 a Sabbath to 

the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, you or your son or your 

daughter or your male servant or your female servant, or your ox or your donkey 

or any of your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates, that your male 

servant and your female servant may rest as well as you. You shall remember that 

you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out 

from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore, the LORD your 

God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day (Deuteronomy 5:12-15, ESV). 

 

The fourth commandment is written in stone and is, therefore, part of God’s 

enduring moral law. That is why it is wrong to claim that the fourth commandment does 
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not apply in the new covenant. It is true that there is a ceremonial element to the fourth 

commandment as it is communicated in the old covenant at Mount Sinai.  

But the fourth commandment is part of the moral law of God and is not merely a 

ceremonial law. The ceremonial laws were fulfilled in Christ. The dietary laws of the Old 

Testament (which are part of the ceremonial law) were only fitting in the Old Testament. 

The ceremonial laws governing the existence and function of the high priest were only 

fitting in the Old Testament when the reality (Christ) had not yet arrived.  

But the fourth commandment is a perpetual moral law. The Decalogue contains 

God’s moral will for His people of all ages. The Ten Commandments are a unified and 

comprehensive expression of God’s moral will and the Old and New Testaments teach 

that they can be summarized in terms of loving God and our neighbor as ourselves. 

Some of the Ten Commandments do have a ceremonial element since they were 

given to God’s people in the Old Testament. Therefore, the application of the specific 

commandment is sometimes connected to the Old Testament context. This is the case 

with the fourth commandment which talks about how one’s servants are to rest on the 

Sabbath day. In the new covenant, the church led by the Holy Spirit does not support the 

institution of slavery. The reference to slaves is a reflection of the Old Testament context. 

The fifth commandment promises long life to children who honor their father and mother. 

In the Old Testament long life was a picture and typical of God’s blessing. In the New 

Testament we cannot expect long life in the way of godliness. The reference to long life 

was part of the old covenant context where long life in the land of Canaan was a type of 

how believers inherit eternal life in the heavenly Canaan. One ceremonial aspect of the 

fourth commandment is the day on which the Sabbath occurs. In the Old Testament 

Saturday, the seventh day, was the day of rest. In the New Testament, Sunday, the first 

day of the week is the day of Sabbath rest. 

In the Old Testament we find that God wanted his people to rest from their normal 

labors on the Sabbath. That is why God provided them with sufficient manna on Friday 

for two days (Exodus 16:22-30). God told His people that they were not to work on the 

Sabbath: 

 

Thus says the LORD: Take care for the sake of your lives, and do not bear a burden 

on the Sabbath day or bring it in by the gates of Jerusalem. And do not carry a 

burden out of your houses on the Sabbath or do any work, but keep the Sabbath 

day holy, as I commanded your fathers. Yet they did not listen or incline their ear, 

but stiffened their neck, that they might not hear and receive instruction (Jeremiah 

17:21-23, ESV). 
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The Israelites were told to rest on the Sabbath day even thought it might be the 

busy time of spring planting or fall harvesting: “Six days you shall work, but on the 

seventh day you shall rest. In plowing time and in harvest you shall rest” (Exodus 34:21). 

The Sabbath was not a day for mere idleness, although rest from one’s ordinary 

calling was part of Sabbath rest. God called His people to gather for corporate worship 

on the Sabbath. God told Moses: 

 

Speak to the sons of Israel and say to them, “The Lord’s appointed times which 

you shall proclaim as holy convocations—My appointed times are these: For six 

days work may be done, but on the seventh day there is a Sabbath of complete rest, 

a holy convocation. You shall not do any work; it is a Sabbath to the Lord in all 

your dwellings (Leviticus 23:2-3, ESV). 

 

A holy convocation was a public gathering for divine worship. John Calvin said about the 

Old Testament Sabbath, that God  

 

Meant that there was to be a stated day for them to assemble to hear the law and 

perform the rites, or at least to devote it particularly to mediate upon His works, 

and thus through this remembrance to be trained in piety. 

 

The First Day in the Old Testament 

 

In the Old Testament there is already symbolism concerning the first day of the 

week, which is called the eighth day. In other words, there are hints already in the Old 

Testament about the significance of the first day of the week in the New Testament. The 

Pentecost wave-offering and meal-offering occurred on days “after the Sabbath,” that is, 

on the first day of the week. The Day of Pentecost was Sunday. The Law said: “And he 

shall wave the sheaf before the LORD, so that you may be accepted. On the day after the 

Sabbath the priest shall wave it” (Leviticus 23:11, ESV). Again it taught: “You shall count 

fifty days to the day after the seventh Sabbath. Then you shall present a grain offering of 

new grain to the LORD” (Leviticus 23:16, ESV).  

God also commanded His people to gather for a holy convocation on the first day 

of the week during the Feast of Booths. This feast was also called the Feast of Tabernacles 

and it included  first- and eighth-day Sabbaths: 
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For seven days you shall present food offerings to the LORD. On the eighth day 

you shall hold a holy convocation and present a food offering to the LORD. It is a 

solemn assembly; you shall not do any ordinary work” (Leviticus 23:36, ESV). 

 

Already in the Old Testament, God directed His people to engage in acts of worship and 

thanksgiving on the first day of the week. The first day of the week is, of course, the same 

as the eighth day mentioned. Since Sunday is the first day of the week, the seventh day of 

the week is Saturday, and the eighth day would be Sunday again. So already in the Old 

Testament we find hints of the coming significance of the first day of the week as we find 

it in the New Testament. Christ would rise from the dead on the first day of the week. The 

Holy Spirit would be poured out on the first day of the week. 

 

Consequences for Sabbath-breaking 

 

God viewed obedience to the fourth commandment as vital for His people. That is 

why He instituted execution as the consequence for those who worked on the Sabbath. 

God took obedience to the fourth commandment exceedingly serious. On the Sabbath, the 

Israelites were not supposed to start up a fire that burned out. One of the reasons why God 

sent His people into captivity in Babylon is because they broke the fourth commandment. 

Nehemiah tells the returned exiles: 

 

Did not your fathers act in this way, and did not our God bring all this disaster on 

us and on this city? Now you are bringing more wrath on Israel by profaning the 

Sabbath (Nehemiah 13:18, ESV). 

 

Jeremiah had warned Judah by the word of the Lord: 

 

But if you do not listen to me, to keep the Sabbath day holy, and not to bear a 

burden and enter by the gates of Jerusalem on the Sabbath day, then I will kindle a 

fire in its gates, and it shall devour the palaces of Jerusalem and shall not be 

quenched (Jeremiah 17:27, ESV). 

 

God did not allow His people to buy and sell on the Sabbath day. It was not a day 

for business and farming. That is why Nehemiah had a righteous conniption when he 

found the returned exiles treading winepress, loading grain on donkeys, and carrying 

wine, grapes, and figs into Jerusalem on the Sabbath. He needed to threaten merchants 
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from Tyre who were coming to Jerusalem to sell their wares on the Sabbath (Nehemiah 

13:15-22). 

Jesus Himself kept the Sabbath day holy by attending worship in the synagogues 

where He preached. He kept the Sabbath day holy, even though His opponents wanted to 

shackle Him with the traditions of men. He merely violated Jewish traditions and the 

traditions of the elders that ruled out helping a needy person on the Sabbath.  

Jesus taught that He did not come to do away with the moral law of God. He said: 

“But it is easier for heaven and earth to pass away than for one dot of the law to become 

void” (Luke 16:17, ESV). He said:  

 

Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come 

to abolish them but to fulfill them. For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth 

pass away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished. 

Therefore whoever relaxes one of the least of these commandments and teaches 

others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever 

does them and teaches them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. For I 

tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you 

will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:17-20, ESV). 

 

Jesus wants His disciples to teach others to obey the fourth commandment. Those who do 

so will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 

Jesus called Himself the Lord of the Sabbath. “The Sabbath was made for man, not 

man for the Sabbath. So the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath” (Mark 2:28, ESV). 

Therefore, Jesus had the right to declare that His disciples were not violating the Sabbath 

day as the hungry men plucked and ate grain from a field. The disciples were not breaking 

any laws in the Pentateuch, only manmade laws. The Talmud forbade a hungry person 

from picking grain and rubbing it between their fingers on the Sabbath, because this was 

alleged to be harvesting and threshing! This undermined God’s law that said that the poor 

and hungry could eat from a farmer’s land. So the tradition of the elders wronged the poor 

and hungry on the Sabbath day. Jesus argued that if David could violate an actual 

ceremonial law when he and some of his servants ate the showbread from the tabernacle 

(since the Law stated that the showbread was for only the priests to eat), then His disciples 

could break a tradition of the elders as they were doing the Lord’s work on the Sabbath 

day.  

Jesus assumes that in the new covenant and in the last days the Sabbath will exist 

as a day of rest. He says about Christians who will live at the time of the Antichrist: 
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Pray that your flight may not be in winter or on a Sabbath. For then there will be 

great tribulation, such as has not been from the beginning of the world until now, 

no, and never will be. And if those days had not been cut short, no human being 

would be saved. But for the sake of the elect those days will be cut short (Matthew 

24:20-22, ESV). 

 

This implies that the Sabbath is a creation ordinance that will continue into the new 

covenant and until the end of time. 

It is significant that God raised Jesus from the dead on the first day of the week. It 

was on Sunday that Jesus rested from His work of redemption and could enjoy His 

accomplished work. The resurrection of Christ from the dead on Sunday and His first 

resurrection appearances on the first day of the week caused the disciples to attribute 

particular importance to Sunday. 

In the apostolic church, it was the pattern to gather for public worship and the 

celebration of the Lord’s Supper on the first day of the week. It was apostolic practice for 

the church to gather for preaching and the Lord’s Supper on Sunday. It was the custom of 

the early church. Dr. Luke records this custom in Acts 20:7: “On the first day of the week, 

when we were gathered together to break bread, Paul talked with them, intending to depart 

on the next day, and he prolonged his speech until midnight” (Acts 20:7, ESV). Joseph 

A. Pipa states: 

 

Luke does not say “on the first day of the week, when we gathered to say good-bye 

to Paul,” but “on the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break 

bread, Paul began talking to them.1 

 

The New Testament church immediately began to worship on Sunday, by divine 

warrant. This was not a practice begun by Constantine in the fourth century, although 

Constantine the Great forbid work on the Christian day of rest. 

The apostolic church gathered for publish worship on the first day of the week at 

which time they gave their alms to the LORD. Paul mentions this practice in I Corinthians 

16:1-3:  

 

Now concerning the collection for the saints: as I directed the churches of Galatia, 

 
1 Joseph A. Pipa in Perspectives on the Sabbath, edited by Christopher John Donato, (Grand Rapids: B & H Academic, 
2011), 164. 
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so you also are to do. On the first day of every week, each of you is to put something 

aside and store it up, as he may prosper, so that there will be no collecting when I 

come. And when I arrive, I will send those whom you accredit by letter to carry 

your gift to Jerusalem. If it seems advisable that I should go also, they will 

accompany me (I Corinthians 16:1-3, ESV). 

 

Joseph Pipa states that Paul “wanted the church to take a collection on the first day of 

each week, which is evidence that the apostolic church was committed to first-day 

worship.”2 

The Apostle John identifies a day in the New Testament era as a day that belongs 

to the Lord Jesus. He writes: “I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day, and I heard behind 

me a loud voice like a trump” (Revelation 1:10). This statement echoes Isaiah 58:13 and 

identifies a day in the New Testament as also a day that belongs to the Lord. Sunday is 

identified as belonging to the Lord Jesus Christ. One day of the week particularly and 

uniquely belongs to the Lord Christ. This day belongs to Jesus, Pipa correctly states, 

because it was “appointed to commemorate His completed redemption and to 

communicate grace to His people.”3 

The early church followed the example of the apostolic church. Ignatius (ca. 110) 

taught that Christians no longer worshipped on Saturday, but on Sunday, the Lord’s Day:  

 

Be not led astray by strange doctrines or by old fables which are profitless. For if 

we are living until now according to Judaism, we confess that we have not received 

grace….If then they who walked in ancient customs came to a new hope, no longer 

living for the Sabbath, but for the Lord’s Day, on which also our life sprang up 

through him and his death. 

 

Tertullian (ca. 160-230) argued that the Saturday Sabbath was fulfilled with the 

coming of Christ:  

 

Therefore, since it is manifest that a Sabbath temporal was shown, and a Sabbath 

eternal foretold; a circumcision carnal foretold, and a circumcision spiritual pre-

indicated….And, indeed, first we must inquire whether there be expected a giver 

of the new law, and an heir of the new testament, and a priest of the new sacrifices, 

and a purger of the new circumcision, and an observer of the eternal Sabbath, to 

 
2 Ibid., 164. 
3 Ibid., 165. 
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suppress the old law, and institute the new testament, and offer the new sacrifices, 

and repress the ancient ceremonies, and suppress the old circumcision together with 

its own Sabbath. 

 

The church fathers believed that the Lord’s Day replaced the Saturday Sabbath. 

Ignatius (ca. 110) said that Christians now live for the Sunday Sabbath: “No longer living 

for the Sabbath, but for the Lord’s Day.” Justin Martyr (100-165 A.D.) teaches that the 

early church met for worship on the first day of the week and explains why:  

 

And on the day called Sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather together 

to one place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the prophets are 

read….But Sunday is the day on which we hold our common assembly, because it 

is the first day on which God, having wrought a change in the darkness and matter, 

made the world; and Jesus Christ our Saviour on the same day rose from the dead. 

 

Early Christian writings reflect the example of the early church in worshipping on 

the Sunday Sabbath. In the Didache, an early 2nd century Christian writing, the author 

refers to the day of worship as the Lord’s Day: “And on the Lord’s own day gather 

yourselves together and break bread.” The Epistle of Barnabus, late first century 

document, the author writes: “The present Sabbaths are not acceptable to me, but that 

which I have made, in which I will give rest of all things and make the beginning of an 

eighth day, that is the beginning of another world.” He also writes: “Wherefore we also 

celebrate with gladness the eighty day in which Jesus also rose from the dead.” 

The church father Origen (ca. 185-254) identifies the Lord’s Day as the Sabbath: 

“Leaving the Jewish observance of the Sabbath, let us see how the Sabbath ought to be 

observed by a Christian.” He speaks of the Christian Sabbath and explains how it should 

be kept: 

 

On the Sabbath day all worldly pleasures ought to be abstained from. If therefore 

you cease from all secular works and execute nothing worldly, but give yourself up 

to spiritual exercises, repairing to the church, attending to sacred reading and 

instruction, thinking of celestial things, solicitous for the future, placing the 

judgment to come before your eyes, not looking to things present and visible, but 

to those which are future and invisible, this is the observance of the Christian 

Sabbath. 
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The Apostle Paul needed to deal with early Jewish Christians who wanted to 

worship Christ on Saturday (instead of Sunday) and who wanted to commemorate various 

Old Testament feasts. Paul writes: 

 

One person esteems one day as better than another, while another esteems all days 

alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. The one who observes 

the day, observes it in honor of the Lord. The one who eats, eats in honor of the 

Lord, since he gives thanks to God, while the one who abstains, abstains in honor 

of the Lord and gives thanks to God” (Romans 14:5-6, ESV). 

 

The Belgic Confession of Faith addresses how the ceremonial law was fulfilled in 

Christ in Article 25 which is entitled “The Abolishing of the Ceremonial Law”:  

 

We believe that the ceremonies and symbols of the law ceased at the coming of 

Christ, and that all the shadows are accomplished; so that the use of them must be 

abolished among Christians; yet the truth and substance of them remains with us in 

Jesus Christ, in whom they have their completion. In the meantime we still use the 

testimonies taken out of the law and the prophets to confirm us in the doctrine of 

the gospel, and to regulate our life in all honorableness to the glory of God, 

according to His will. 

 

Paul teaches that Christ fulfilled the types and shadows in the Old Testament and 

that Christians do not need to fear Judaizers who passed judgment on Christians for not 

following Old Testament practices. False teachers were advocating Old Testamental 

observances including (1) a Saturday Sabbath, (2) the following of OT dietary laws, (3) 

the keeping of old covenant feasts (Passover), and (4) requiring circumcision. So Paul 

writes:  

 

Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with 

regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. These are a shadow of the things 

to come, but the substance belongs to Christ (Colossians 2:16-17, ESV). 

 

Paul was dealing with Old Testament practices that were part of the ceremonial 

law: he is not dealing with the requirements of the moral law. These Judaizers were not 

requiring that Christians keep the Sunday Sabbath holy: that was not the issue.  

Paul challenges Christians who go back to requiring the observance of days and 
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months and seasons and years according to Old Testament requirements. 

 

But now that you have come to know God, or rather to be known by God, how can 

you turn back again to the weak and worthless elementary principles of the world, 

whose slaves you want to be once more? You observe days and months and seasons 

and years! I am afraid I may have labored over you in vain (Galatians 4:9-11, ESV). 

 

The Bible teaches that there yet remains for the children of God a rest: our eternal 

Sabbath rest in the New Heavens and the New Earth. 

 

For if Joshua had given them rest, God would not have spoken of another day later 

on. So then, there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God, for whoever has 

entered God’s rest has also rested from his works as God did from his. Let us 

therefore strive to enter that rest, so that no one may fall by the same sort of 

disobedience (Hebrews 4:8-11). 

 

God rested on the seventh day to picture the eternal rest that He would provide for 

His people in Jesus Christ in the new heavens and the new earth. Christ has entered into 

His rest and soon we shall enjoy this complete rest as well. As we contemplate what God 

has performed in creation and recreation, we anticipate the joy of eternal life. 

Cessation from work and recreations on the Sabbath frees us to worship God, 

engage in private prayer, worship together as a family, show mercy to the brethren, and 

evangelize the lost. The Westminster Larger Catechism explains how Christians are to 

use the Sabbath: 

 

Question 117. How is the Sabbath or the Lord’s Day to be sanctified? 

Answer. The Sabbath or Lord’s Day is to be sanctified by an holy resting all the 

day, not only from such works as are at all times sinful, but even from such worldly 

employments and recreations as are on other days lawful; and making it our delight 

to spend the whole time (except so much of it as is taken up in works of necessity 

and mercy) in the public and private exercises of God’s worship: and, to that end, 

we are to prepare our hearts, and with such foresight, diligence, and moderation, to 

dispose and seasonably dispatch our worldly business, that we may be the more 

free and fit for the duties of that day. 

 

The Westminster Larger Catechism also explains the calling that heads of 
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households have in keeping the fourth commandment: 

 

Question 118. Why is the charge of keeping the Sabbath more specially directed to 

governors of families, and other superiors? 

Answer. The charge of keeping the Sabbath is more specially directed to governors 

of families, and other superiors, because they are bound not only to keep it 

themselves, but to see that it be observed by all those that are under their charge; 

and because they are prone ofttimes to hinder them by employments of their own. 

 

This echoes how in the fourth commandment God explicitly tells the heads of households 

that their sons, daughters, and servants must all rest. The application for today is that 

fathers should show leadership in guiding the family in Sabbath-keeping. Employers 

should also allow their employees to have a day of rest. Exceptions to this involve works 

of necessity like the necessary jobs that doctors, nurses, police-officers, and soldiers must 

do on the Sabbath. 

 

John Calvin on the Sabbath 

 

John Calvin said that there were three purposes in the fourth commandment. First, 

God wanted to represent to Israel spiritual rest. Second, God wanted a stated day for 

worship. Third, it is a day of rest for servants so that they can have rest from their toil. 

Calvin taught that the first purpose of the Sabbath was as a type of redemption, 

under the figure of rest. God required the Jews to rest one day in seven in order to 

anticipate that rest. But we now have that rest in Christ. We have put away our evil works 

and now rest in the salvation in Christ. Since we have the reality, we no longer need to 

carry on this symbolic observance. Calvin cites Colossians 2:17 and asks, “Who but 

madmen cannot see what observance the apostle means?” He feared a new form of 

Judaizing that could grip the churches—where long lists of “Do nots” were drawn up. 

Calvin writes:  

 

But someone will say, “We still keep up some observance of days.” I answer, that 

we do not by any means observe days, as though there were any sacredness in 

holidays, or as though it were not lawful to labour upon them, but that respect is 

paid to government and order—not to days. 

 

Calvin taught that the second and third purposes of the Sabbath continue to bind 
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us. In the New Covenant, we need stated times for worship as well as a day of rest for 

servants. Calvin is flexible and does not require that new covenant worship be held on a 

particular day of the week. He wished Christians would worship every day; but since that 

is not widely accepted, he commends the wisdom of weekly worship. He appreciated the 

value of first-day worship as a memorial of the resurrection of Jesus; but he insists that 

the weekly interval is only a practical measure. The church has within its right to summon 

us to worship on some other day also. 

Calvin urged the church in Geneva to take the weekly worship requirement 

seriously. He taught that daily work and recreation should be suspended for the whole 

duration of the day, so that the whole day could be devoted to corporate and private 

worship.   

Calvin, the ministers of Geneva, and the civil magistrates required all businesses to 

be closed on the Lord’s Day. He wrote:  

 

For we are not keeping it as a ceremony, with the most rigid scrupulousness, 

supposing a spiritual mystery to be figured thereby. Rather, we are using it as a 

remedy needed to keep order in the church. 

 

The Heidelberg Catechism and the Synod of Dort 

 

Calvin’s view of the Sabbath was reflected in the first version of the Heidelberg 

Catechism, because the authors Zacharius Ursinus and Caspar Olevianus were disciples 

of Calvin. Originally, Ursinus did not include the word “rest” or “Sabbath”; rather he 

called it a “festive” day. In his commentary, Ursinus explains: “Hence the Sabbath, in as 

far as it has respect to the seventh day, was, together with other ceremonies and types, 

fulfilled and abolished by the coming of the Messiah.” He emphasizes that it is God’s 

perpetual desire that the church engage in public worship:  

 

Yet we must not suppose that we are restricted or tied down either to Saturday, 

Wednesday, or any other day. The apostolic church, to distinguish itself from the 

Jewish synagogue, chose, in the exercise of the liberty conferred upon it by Christ, 

the first day of the week in the place of the seventh, because on that day the 

resurrection of Christ took place, by which the internal and spiritual Sabbath is 

begun in us. 

 

The Heidelberg Catechism concludes its discussion of the fourth commandment by 
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saying: “Secondly, that all the days of my life I cease from my evil works, and yield 

myself to the Lord, to work by his Holy Spirit in me: and thus begin in this life the eternal 

Sabbath.” This is almost word for word a quotation from Calvin’s Institutes (II, 34). The 

catechism emphasizes that already now we are enjoying the eternal Sabbath. This might 

imply that every day is now the Sabbath; so no one day is special anymore, which 

apparently was Calvin’s view. 

The decisions of the Synod of Dort support Sunday as the Sabbath. Datenus 

replaced “festive day of rest” with “the Sabbath, that is, the day of rest” and the Synod 

approved this change. The Catechism calls Sunday “the Sabbath.” It defines the Sabbath 

as “the day of rest.” Sunday is viewed as a replacement of the Old Testament Saturday 

Sabbath. This is the form of the Heidelberg Catechism that is binding in the Dutch 

Reformed Churches. The Post-acta of the synod of Dort also show that the Synod of Dort 

understood Sunday as the Lord’s Day and as the New Testament Sabbath. 

In the Post-acta, the Synod of Dort made pronouncements with respect to the 

Sabbath. It teaches that Sunday is a holy day. It also teaches that Christians should rest 

from their ordinary work and avoid all entertainment or recreations that might hinder 

worship. 

 

I. There is both a ceremonial and moral element in the fourth commandment of the 

divine law. 

III. The moral [element] is that a certain and definite day be set aside for worship, 

and for the purpose that as much rest as is necessary for worship and for pious 

reflection upon it [be provided]. 

IV. The Jewish Sabbath having been abolished, Christians must solemnly keep 

Sunday holy. 

VI. This day must be set aside for worship that on it people may rest from all 

ordinary labors (excluding those which love and present necessity demand) 

together with all such recreations that hinder worship. 

 

Anti-Sabbatarian Views of Colossians 2 

 

Today, there is a strong challenge to the continuing relevance of the fourth 

commandment. The argument is made that Sabbath keeping is no longer the norm in the 

New Testament. Although Sunday worship arose in New Testament times, it was not 

perceived as a Christian Sabbath. Some even deny that the Sabbath is a creation 

ordinance. They point out that we do not read of the Sabbath being kept until the time of 
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Moses; therefore, the Sabbath rest was not a creation ordinance, but a redemption 

ordinance only for God’s covenant people.   

Others say that the fourth commandment is not part of the moral law and, therefore, 

is not binding on the consciences of believers. 

Many confessing Christians consider Sunday merely as the day for working, 

shopping, or attending White Sox games. They agree with the argument that the Old 

Testament Sabbath is fulfilled or abrogated with the first coming of Christ. 

The key passage in the contemporary challenge to the Sunday Sabbath and that 

claims that the Old Testament Sabbath was a shadow fulfilled in Christ is Colossians 

2:16-17 which reads: 

 

Let no man therefore judge you in meat, or in drink, or in respect of an holyday, or 

of the new moon, or of the Sabbath days: Which are a shadow of things to come; 

but the body is of Christ. 

 

Paul is said to teach that the fourth commandment is a shadow along with the 

Passover and circumcision and the Old Testament sacrifices, which have all been fulfilled 

in Jesus Christ.   

Anti-sabbatarians (people who oppose the Sunday Sabbath) argue that the Sabbath 

is a sign-bearing institution. It points to the truth that believers do not need to work in 

order to be saved. The weekly Sabbath in the Old Testament was an eschatological sign. 

The Sabbath was a sign pointing to a future fulfillment or eschatological reality. The work 

of Christ is eschatological in character and His coming has inaugurated the fulfillment. 

Therefore, observance of the Sabbath sign is no longer required.  

The Judaizers in Colosse wanted believers to return to the dietary laws of the Old 

Testament to have spiritual fullness. Apparently, the errorists in Colosse were saying that 

strict observance of various old rules was indispensable to salvation, or at least to fullness. 

Anti-sabbatarians claim that when Paul identifies the Sabbath as among the 

shadows, that he places the Sabbath commandment within the ceremonial law. Therefore, 

the fourth commandment is not part of the moral law, but part of the abrogated ceremonial 

law. If you still follow the Old Testament seventh day Sabbath, then you are still under 

bondage to Old Testament shadows. It is claimed that the Sabbath, along with the Jewish 

ordinances about ceremonial matters, like food and drink, belong to the shadowy past. 

Critics of Sabbath-keeping claim that it is impossible to evade what Paul is saying: 

“Let no man therefore judge you” (Colossians 2:16). To judge is to hold one guilty of a 

crime, or to impose a scruple of conscience, so that we are no longer free. Legalism 
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spawns judgmentalism.   

Paul is read as scorning the fictitious safety and superiority of following the 

ceremonial law in contrast to the fullness and completeness found in Christ. Why 

exchange a perfect white silk robe for such rags? What justification could there be in 

requiring that the Gentiles observe the Sabbath when God has granted them eternal rest? 

The dietary rules were only a type—a shadow that familiarized the Israelites with purity 

and impurity. Legalism demanded a grotesque uniformity. It also produces a surface faith, 

since its adherents emphasize what is outward. The keeping of the Sabbath cannot be 

made the criterion of testing someone’s piety. Christians are no longer under the 

obligation of keeping the Sunday as a Sabbath since Sabbath-keeping is part of the 

ceremonial law. 

 

Paul’s Actual Teaching within Context 

 

What is the context in Colossians 2? Paul has been teaching the Colossians about 

the fullness and sufficiency of Christ as Savior. He wants the saints to have full assurance 

and comfort in Christ as the sum of all that they need. In the earlier verses, threats are 

made to assurance, which include philosophy and vain deceit. Another threat is the heresy 

of the Judaizers. In contrast to the Judaizers, Paul writes that the Christians have all been 

circumcised with a spiritual circumcision.  “Blotting out the handwriting of ordinances 

that was against us, which was contrary to us, and took it out of the way, nailing it to his 

cross” (Colossians 2:14). The Old Testament ordinances are Old Testament ordinances 

that were a “shadow” of Christ. The Christian is not obliged to observe valueless man-

made rules in a vain attempt to control the flesh like the asceticism Paul mentions 

(Colossians 2:20-23). 

Paul calls certain things “a shadow of things to come.” These shadows are types 

that God ordained for the purpose of pointing to the future sacrifice of Jesus. They are a 

prevision of Christ’s broken body. Paul refers to Old Testament legislation that was 

designed to point ahead to the Messiah. When you see a shadow, you get an impression 

of what the reality is. If you see a shadow first, you can generally tell whether it is the 

shadow of a car, a dog, or a man. But the shadow is not the real thing. It is just a shadow 

prefiguring the true. It is a preview. The shadow guarantees the imminent arrival of the 

visitor, but also provides a dim outline, describing him. Christ is the reality! The time of 

shadows is over now that Christ can be clearly seen. 

Paul also mentions meat and drink. These might refer to the Mosaic dietary laws. 

The problem with this is that there were no laws in matters of drink. The only rules about 
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drink applied to Nazarites and priests. They were not applicable to the ordinary believers 

to whom Paul writes. Since what you drink was not a shadow, “drink” in this context must 

not refer to the hyper-pious additions to the law made by ascetics. 

In the Old Testament, reference is made to meat and drink together that fits the 

requirement of a shadow. It is the consistent reference to meat-offerings and drink-

offerings:  

 

And it shall be the prince’s part to give burnt offerings, and meat offerings, and 

drink offerings, in the feasts, and in the new moons, and in the Sabbaths, in all 

solemnities of the house of Israel: he shall prepare the sin offering, and the meat 

offering, and the burnt offering, and the peace offerings, to make reconciliation for 

the house of Israel (Ezekiel 45:17).  

 

Jesus said in John 6:55 that His flesh is meat enough and His blood is drink enough. Christ 

is apparently claiming to be the “prince” of Ezekiel’s vision and His sacrifice is a 

fulfillment of the Old Testament shadows. 

An especially important question about Colossians 2 is: What does Paul have in 

mind with the three-fold reference: “Feast, new moon, Sabbath”? The study of these three 

terms is crucial. We find this same order used twice in the Old Testament, both in Hosea 

2:11 and Ezekiel 45:17. In reverse order, “Sabbaths, new moons, feasts” occurs five times 

in Scripture, all reflecting post-exilic terminology (I Chronicles 23:31; 2 Chronicles 2:4; 

8:13; 31:3; Nehemiah 10:33). These terms are all derived from Numbers chapter 28 and 

29. 

Some Reformed interpreters believe that in Colossians 2:16 Paul is not talking 

about weekly Sabbaths at all, but about other feast days on the Jewish calendar. Some of 

them are called “Sabbaths” as in Leviticus 16:31 and Leviticus 23:24,32. Leviticus 16:31 

refers to the Day of Atonement as a “Sabbath of rest”: “It shall be a Sabbath of rest unto 

you, and ye shall afflict your souls, by a statute forever.” This view cannot be ruled out. 

Paul’s reference to “Sabbaths” probably means the weekly Sabbaths. In Numbers 

28 and 29, the sacrifices being prescribed are the official sacrifices for each weekly 

Sabbath and for each new moon. When the Old Testament refers to Sabbaths, new moons, 

and priests, it has reference to the official sacrifices to be offered on those days in behalf 

of the covenant nation. These sacrifices pointed to Christ, the Prince of Israel who offered 

Himself to atone for the sins of His people once for all. The Old Covenant worship with 

these sacrifices and meat and drink offerings is no longer permissible, for the reality has 

come. 
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The Sabbath was not abrogated for the New Testament dispensation. The Orthodox 

Presbyterian Church has rightly explained that 

 

Colossians 2:16,17 refers to the loosing of the bonds of the Mosaic requirements in 

respect to ceremonial and sacrificial elements of the Old Testament holy days in 

the light of Christ’s perfect sacrifice; but it does not remove the obligation of the 

Fourth Commandment itself. 

 

Colossians 2 is dealing with ceremonial Sabbaths and has nothing to do with the non-

ceremonial pre-fall creation ordinance that is restated in the Ten Commandments. Paul 

did not intend to command Gentiles to keep the seventh day of the Old Testament holy. 

Considering what Christ did, the Colossians were not to let anyone judge their 

standing before God on the basis of their observance or nonobservance of the regulations 

of the Mosaic Law. No one should make observance of the Saturday Sabbath or Jewish 

dietary laws a test of piety or fellowship. 

The following passage is said to confirm that we may not judge another Christian 

who does not esteem Sunday as the Sabbath.  

 

One man esteemeth one day above another: another esteemeth every day alike. Let 

every man be fully persuaded in his own mind. He that regardeth the day, regardeth 

it unto the Lord; and he that regardeth not the day, to the Lord he doth not regard it 

(Romans 14:5,6b).  

 

Therefore, matters of Sabbath keeping are left up to the individual conscience of believers. 

A turning back to the shadows is a hankering after legalistic righteousness. The dietary 

rules sensitized God’s people to purity, but Christ brought real righteousness.   

Those who think that they can earn salvation, like the Pharisees, will find 

themselves barred from eternal rest. The Pharisees should have embraced Christ as the 

Rest Incarnate, but instead they chose the shadow. They were utterly blind to the whole 

purpose behind the Sabbath. The believer needs to trust in Christ alone for salvation!   

The Sabbath is a shadow, the reality of which is Christ. This can mean nothing less 

than the fact that the rest, promised in the Old Testament, has been brought in by Christ. 

The work that brings us into God’s rest has been finished. That rest is no longer future, 

so that it still needs to be shadowed forth by the Sabbath day. It is a present reality in 

Christ. 
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More Critics and Answers 

 

Gary North has argued that keeping the Sabbath day is incompatible with modern 

civilization. He points out that steel mills cannot be shut down for one day a week. He 

argues that if Sabbatarians were consistent in their position, they would shut down the 

electricity and heat in their homes on the Sabbath day because the delivery of electricity 

and gas requires people to work. If you use electricity or heat, North argues, you are in 

effect paying someone else to gather sticks on the Sabbath, for which the man in Num. 

15:32-36 was executed.  

 Henry DeMoor makes a similar argument: “If every Christian insisted we’re not 

going to work on Sunday, I suspect there wouldn’t be enough people to do the work.” 

There is no weight to the arguments of North or DeMoor. Just as in Biblical times, 

it was not wrong to milk one’s cows on the Sabbath; so also, it is not wrong on that day 

to maintain the furnaces in a steel mill. The maintenance of energy can be seen as a work 

of necessity. After all, electricity and heat are something vital to the lives of many 

people—in hospitals, for example. It maintains the general quality of human life, as it 

exists in our time and culture. God does not expect us to go back into the 19th century and 

use candles and coal on the Sabbath day. The Sabbath was made for man. 

We do not need to try to obey the Sabbath with the rigor required by the Old 

Testament law. That Sabbath was part of the ceremonial law. If we should continue to 

observe that Sabbath, why not practice the other required Sabbaths: the Sabbath every 

seventh year for the land and a Sabbath Year every fiftieth year, when prisoners were 

freed and debts cancelled?   

 

We are still under the obligation of keeping the Lord’s Day holy. The New 

Testament teaches the following ideas. First, we learn that it is a day suitable for the 

assembly of saints. Second, it is a day suitable for the service of God (I Corinthians 16:2). 

Third, the very name “Lord’s Day” implies that Sunday is consecrated to Jesus in a special 

way and therefore Sunday should be the day for divine services.  

For us, the meaning of the Sabbath is not primarily and exclusively redemptive. 

The completion of redemption in Christ does not bring an end to Sabbath observance. 

The fourth commandment is a commandment written in stone. As a creation 

ordinance, linked to the creation week, the fourth commandment would not be abrogated 

even with the first coming of Christ. 
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The Sunday Sabbath 

 

God changed the Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday, leading early Christians to 

worship on the first day of the week. This was due to the earth-shattering implication of 

Jesus’ resurrection. Jesus, by rising from the dead on the first day and meeting His 

disciples on this and subsequent first days, clearly showed us that the first day of the week 

was to be set aside as special. He poured out His Spirit upon a Sunday, Pentecost Sunday. 

  Scripture teaches that the Apostles adopted Sunday, the Lord’s Day for worship. 

Paul told early Christians to bring their collections for the poor when they gathered for 

worship on the first day of the week (I Corinthians 16:2). Dr. Luke records that the 

apostolic church gathered to worship and celebrate the Lord’s Supper on Sunday: 

 

And upon the first day of the week, when the disciples came together to break 

bread, Paul preached unto them, ready to depart on the morrow; and continued his 

speech until midnight (Acts 20:7). 

 

According to Revelation 1:10, there is one day that belongs to the Lord. The 

Apostle John states: “I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day.” Revelation 1:10 is an 

important passage because the Apostle John mentions being in the Spirit on the “Lord’s 

Day.”  Some interpret this as teaching that the Lord’s Day is not to be understood in terms 

of a sacred day. The day is said to be the Lord’s because it is the appropriate day for 

worshiping Him. To claim that Sunday is the appropriate day for Christian worship is not 

to imply that somehow the day is holy. A second interpretation takes the implication to 

be that Sunday is holy, but not a Sabbath day. The Lord’s Day is a day that is distinguished 

from other days. It belongs to the Lord. It stands in a special relation to Him. This 

emphasizes the Lordship of Jesus; His reign over our lives. 

Jesus purified the Sabbath from the “traditions of men” and prepared it for His New 

Testament disciples. There is no suggestion in the gospel accounts that Jesus intended to 

abolish the Sabbath in the new covenant. He had many opportunities to declare a coming 

end of Sabbath observance if indeed He had intended that. Christ did not abolish the fourth 

commandment during His ministry. We should assume continuity between the old and 

new covenants, unless there is explicit command or example to the contrary. Jesus said 

that the Son of Man was Lord even of the Sabbath; He implied that Sabbath keeping is 

central to following Christ. He kept the seventh day Sabbath. He also knew that, in the 

future, there would be a Sabbath: “But pray ye that your flight be not in the winter, neither 

on the Sabbath day” (Matthew 24:20). 
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Chinese communists tried to fight against the principle of six days of work, one of 

rest. They declared a ten-day week. But that they were out of tune with a fundamental 

rhythm of life became evident when production declined. Even Stalin recognized that the 

Soviet Union should stick with a seven-day week. In Stalin’s gulags the zeks (the inmates) 

were forced to work 7 days a week. The communists knew that this was a terrible 

punishment. Man needs rest. 

Many evangelicals think that Sunday is not the Sabbath. They say that the Sabbath 

was part of the ceremonial law. Therefore, it was fulfilled in Christ. So there is no need 

to keep one day holy. They claim that Seventh Day Adventists are more consistent than 

Christians who believe that first day of the week is the Sabbath. Seventh Day Adventists 

argue that Saturday is still the Sabbath day. As a result, many Christians consider Sunday 

merely as the day when they happen to go to church. They have no qualms about buying 

and selling or working on Sunday.   

God changed the Sabbath day by causing Jesus to rise from the dead on Easter 

Sunday. In the Gospel of John, we read in chapter 20:1: “The first day of the week cometh 

Mary Magdalene early, when it was yet dark, unto the sepulchre, and seeth the stone taken 

away from the sepulchre.” Angels informed the women: “He is not here, but is risen” 

(Luke 24:6). It was on Sunday that Jesus rested from His great work of redemption. 

Two other New Testament Scriptures inform us that the early church recognized 

Sunday, the first day of the week, as the Lord’s Day. In I Corinthians 16:2 the Apostle 

Paul writes: “Upon the first day of the week let every one of you lay by him in store, as 

God hath prospered him, that there be no gatherings when I come.” Paul happens to 

mention that when the saints gather on the first day of the week, that is when they should 

remember to bring collections for the needy poor back in Jerusalem. This reveals that 

early Christians were gathering for public worship on the first day of the week. 

In Acts 20:7 we are told: “And upon the first day of the week, when the disciples 

came together to break bread, Paul preached unto them, ready to depart on the morrow; 

and continued his speech until midnight.” Once again we learn that the day when the early 

Christians gathered for public worship and to celebrate the Lord’s Supper was on Sunday. 

Christians now celebrate the Sabbath day, thinking back not merely to God’s 

creation rest, but to the rest of Jesus Christ from His great work of redemption.   

 

Sabbath observance is not completed by Jesus’ first coming.  It is also a future 

blessing, something we have yet to experience.  If it were perhaps a symbol of the 

forgiveness of our sins in Christ, then it would be plausible to say that what the Sabbath 

symbolizes is already here. But if what the Sabbath symbolizes is still future, then weekly 
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Sabbath observance performs a vital function—a reminder of and participation in that 

final, end-time reality. Hebrews 4 tells us that what the Sabbath symbolizes and 

anticipates is still future.  

 

There remaineth therefore a rest to the people of God. For he that is entered into 

his rest, he also hath ceased from his own works, as God did from his. Let us labour 

therefore to enter into that rest” (Hebrews 4:9-11a).   

 

In its context, this passage establishes the appropriateness of weekly Sabbath keeping. 

Confessing Christians who would turn back to Judaism would forfeit this rest. This final 

rest has not yet become a reality, therefore, we still keep the Sabbath day holy, longing 

for and looking forward to our Heavenly rest. The weekly Sabbath anticipates the ultimate 

blessing of which the weekly Sabbath is a foretaste. 

If the Sabbath symbolized primarily a rest from sin, then it would be plausible to 

think that the fourth commandment was abrogated. But the Sabbath symbolizes rests from 

toil and curse, so there is no reason to expect its abrogation until the curse is removed 

from the earth. 

 

A Day of Rest 

 

Let us love God and rest on the Sunday Sabbath despite widespread desecration of 

the day. The Sabbath is meant to be a day of rest from labor. A tension has built up 

between two understandings of the purpose of the Sabbath. The first is to emphasize that 

the Sabbath is all about rest. This view sees rest as the fundamental meaning of the 

Sabbath. Rest is the Sabbath’s essence as it facilitates worship. 

The second is to emphasize that the Sabbath is all about worship. The Westminster 

Larger Catechism correctly sees worship as the primary activity of the Sabbath. A 

secondary purpose is to rest from your ordinary labors. It is best to see these as dual 

purposes, not competing purposes of the fourth commandment. The Heidelberg 

Catechism also teaches that the primary purpose of the Lord’s Day is to gather for public 

worship with the saints: 

 

That I, especially on the Sabbath, that is, on the day of rest, diligently frequent the 

church of God, to hear His word, to use the sacraments, publicly to call upon the 

Lord, and contribute to the relief of the poor, as becomes a Christian (Answer 103). 
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God gives us two reasons to keep the Sabbath Day holy in the two forms of the Ten 

Commandments that we have recorded in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5. The chief 

difference in the two formulations of the fourth commandment is the reason given for 

obeying the commandment. Exodus gives God’s creation rest as the reason for Sabbath 

rest: “For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them is, 

and rested the seventh day: wherefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day, and hallowed 

it” (Exodus 20:11). Sabbath keeping is an imitation of God’s creative work and rest. 

Deuteronomy gives us the chief reason for celebration of God giving Israel rest from her 

bondage in Egypt: “And remember that thou wast a servant in the land of Egypt, and that 

the LORD thy God brought thee out thence through a mighty hand and by a stretched out 

arm: therefore the LORD thy God commanded thee to keep the sabbath day” 

(Deuteronomy 5:15). The motive here is gratitude for redemption. Creation and 

redemption are not antagonistic. The Creator is the Redeemer. 

Rest is prominent in the Biblical teaching. Sheer physical rest is part of Sabbath 

keeping. Central to this rest is a ceasing from your normal cultural labors. After the fall, 

work had become painful and toilsome. Rest is a partial relief from the curse. For the 

Israelites, their Sabbath rest recalled the rigors of seven-day bond service in Egypt. 

When the Bible records violations of the Sabbath, they are in the category of 

illegitimate work. Jesus’ confrontations with the Pharisees had to do with work. 

The work, from which we rest, is our daily labors—the means by which we earn 

our livelihood. Exodus 34:21 mentions plowing and harvesting. Nehemiah 13:15-18 

condemns the treading of winepresses and the transportation of goods for sale (10:31). 

Jeremiah 17:22 forbids the bearing of heavy burdens “from your houses” on the Sabbath. 

The case of the wood-gatherer, in Numbers 15:32-36, has received much attention. A man 

who gathered sticks on the Sabbath was stoned to death.  Exodus 35:3 forbids kindling 

fires in homes on the Sabbath. 

Work forbidden on the Sabbath includes daily business, whether agricultural or 

commercial that is not necessary, as well as hard labor at home, such as lifting heavy 

loads.   

God frowns on unnecessary labor that limits attendance at worship or activities that 

encourage or require others to break the Sabbath. 

Sabbath rest can involve some types of recreations. The old covenant people would 

enjoy a Sabbath or a feast day by eating and drinking together with their family. This was 

a time of leisure, enjoyment, and rest. They truly celebrated the covenant feasts.  

This does not mean that all forms of recreation are appropriate for the Sabbath day. 

Our culture treats Sunday as a day for sports. Football as an idol is worshipped on Sunday. 
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Some kinds of recreation require that other people carry on their daily labors, such as 

commercial sports. To attend these, one is involved in buying and selling. Some forms of 

recreation also undermine faith in God. We should plan the Sabbath day as a total 

experience for ourselves and our families, in which we rest, worship, and do deeds of 

mercy. 

Deeds of mercy are central to the Sabbath day; that is how Jesus used the Sabbath 

day. 

Our Sabbath rest means, essentially, resting in Jesus Christ.  Jesus says: “Come 

unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28). 

This is rest from bondage to sin. 

 

The Sabbath: The Day God Caught His Breath 

 

The Sabbath is the day that God caught His breath! The fourth commandment tells 

us why we must rest on the Sabbath Day: “For in six days the LORD made heaven and 

earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and rested the seventh day: wherefore the LORD 

blessed the Sabbath day, and hallowed it” (Exodus 20:11). For six days, Scripture teaches 

in Genesis 1, God worked. He created the earth, filling it with plant life, then fish, birds, 

insects, animals, and then finally man. The seventh day was different. God rested from 

His work. He engaged in what we call leisure. There are two aspects of what we call 

leisure. He rested and was refreshed. He enjoyed the work that He had done. Genesis 1:31 

tells us: “And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good.” God 

looks at the finished world and sees that it is perfect. God’s rest was more than idleness. 

His rest possessed the positive qualities of joy and satisfaction. It is linked with 

contemplation, specifically of nature’s artistry and beauty. 

God’s enjoyment is related to what we call aesthetic enjoyment. Just as we enjoy 

walking in a park and contemplating the beauty of the trees, flowers, and birds, God 

enjoyed His world. 

There is an aspect of refreshment in God’s rest. Scripture uses an amazing metaphor 

to explain the nature of God’s rest. In Exodus 31:17 we read: “And on the seventh day he 

rested, and was refreshed.” The verb for “was refreshed” is used only three times in the 

Old Testament. It is related to a noun that means “breath/soul/life.” Here it apparently 

means: “He took a breath.” After performing His great work of creation, God caught His 

breath! Just like a long distance runner needs to pause after his race to catch his breath, 

so does God after the six days of creation!   

This description of God is highly anthropomorphic. It is a bold metaphor. It is as if 
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God is tired out from hard work, so He needs to catch His breath. 

Here the rest of God is defined in terms of its function of refreshment. We have 

here a Divine model for human rest and leisure. 

In the fourth commandment God makes sure that His covenant people would have 

a time for rest from their work and time to enjoy God’s gifts and especially creation’s 

God. God made sure that saints in the Old Testament had other times for worship. He 

appointed the covenant feasts. These festivals were examples of religious leisure. The 

saints would rest from their work and make the pilgrimage to Jerusalem to worship their 

Covenant God. The festivals were times of joy, fellowship, and worship. 

  

Remembering the Sabbath 

 

The Westminster Larger Catechism addresses the fact that in the fourth 

commandment, God tells us to “remember” to keep the Sabbath day holy. Westminster 

explains why God tells us to remember this day: 

 

Question 121. Why is the word “Remember” set in the beginning of the fourth 

commandment? 

Answer. The Word “Remember” is set in the beginning of the fourth commandment, 

partly, because of the great benefit of remembering it, we being thereby helped in our 

preparation to keep it, and, in keeping it, better to keep all the rest of the 

commandments, and to continue a thankful remembrance of the two great benefits of 

creation and redemption, which contain a short abridgment of religion; and partly, 

because we are very ready to forget it, for that there is less light of nature for it, and 

yet it restraineth our natural liberty in things at other times lawful; that it cometh but 

once in seven days, and many worldly businesses come between, and too often take 

off our minds from thinking of it, either to prepare for it, or to sanctify it; and that 

Satan with his instruments much labour to blot out the glory, and even the memory of 

it, to bring in all irreligion and impiety. 

 

In the Bible to remember something means that you observe and celebrate it. When 

you remember your wife’s anniversary, the idea is to observe and celebrate her and your 

marriage. 

God knew that His people would forget to remember the Sabbath day. Therefore, we 

need to take this warning and challenge to heart. Let us remember to keep the Sabbath 

day holy and in this way experience the blessings of God. 


