THE SABBATH DAY AND THE LORD’S DAY
(What’s the difference?)

When I was young (yes, I know, that was a long time ago) there were “blue laws” in effect on Sundays.  All businesses were closed; you couldn’t go out shopping on Sunday afternoon.  In Kingsport most businesses also closed on Wednesday afternoons.

In those times Sunday was a special day.  There were sometimes strict limits placed on what a person could do or couldn’t do on that day.  At times it was probably almost as rigid as the rules placed by the Pharisees.  Today the pendulum has swung almost to the opposite extreme.  Anything goes on Sundays now.  In most homes in our society (and in some Christian homes as well) there is no importance placed on Sunday.
What is the correct answer?  Are we to be strict in our observance of the Lord’s Day or does the New Testament give us liberty to do what we will?  The questions that will be addressed here are (1) What was the purpose of the Sabbath?  (2) Is the Christian commanded to observe the Sabbath?  (3) Is the Lord’s Day the Sabbath?  (4) What should our attitude be toward the Lord’s Day?

Read Matthew 12:1-14.

In the second part of this account, starting at the 9th verse, Jesus went to the synagogue on the Sabbath.  A man with a withered hand was there.  The Pharisees asked Jesus if it was lawful to heal on the Sabbath.  The common Jewish view was that lifesaving medical treatment could be given on the Sabbath but elective treatment, like a withered hand, should wait until the next day.  Jesus answered that if a man had a sheep fall into a pit would he not lift it out.  Curiously, one group of Jews believed it would have been wrong to touch the animal—they wouldn’t have lifted the sheep out of the pit.  This group could, however, put a plank in the pit for the animal to walk out on its own.  That wasn’t the group Jesus was talking to and the Pharisees would have lifted the sheep out of the pit.  Jesus stated that human beings made in God’s image are more important than animals so it was lawful to heal on the Sabbath.

What is the purpose of the Sabbath?

The account in Matthew began with the disciples plucking corn on the Sabbath.  The observance of the Sabbath was a central point of contention between the Pharisees and Jesus.  The Sabbath was a sign of the Mosiac covenant, Exodus 31:16-17 “Wherefore the children of Israel shall keep the Sabbath, to observe the Sabbath throughout their generations, for a perpetual covenant.  It is a sign between me and the children of Israel for ever:  for in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day he rested, and was refreshed.”  The scribes and Pharisees saw desecrating the Sabbath as flaunting disobedience to the entire Law of Moses (Numbers 15:30-36).

The disciples were plucking the corn to eat.  This was permitted under the law.  Reaping was disallowed on the Sabbath because that was labor for profit, Exodus 34:21, “Six days thou shalt work, but on the seventh day thou shalt rest:  in earing time and in harvest thou shalt rest.”  The Pharisees had established 39 categories of actions to be forbidden on the Sabbath and, according to them, the disciples were harvesting and therefore breaking the Sabbath.
Jesus pointed out that the Sabbath was not meant to restrict necessities.  David in fleeing from Saul (1 Samuel 21:1-6) took five loaves of the shewbread that was to be eaten only by the priests (cf. Leviticus 24:5-9) and gave them to his men.  God was not offended by David’s act, nowhere does Scripture condemn him for this act nor was there a judgment upon him for the act.  David was justified in breaking the ceremonial law because the reason was not for lust but for a genuine need.  Compassion and meeting a true human need takes precedence over custom, ritual, ceremony and tradition.  Hosea 6:6 “For I desired mercy, and not sacrifice; and the knowledge of God more than burnt offerings.”
The second example Jesus used was the priests working in the temple on the Sabbath.  Their work did not desecrate the Sabbath because their work in facilitating worship is more important than the Sabbath principle.  The priests had duties they were required to do, Numbers 28:9-10, “And on the sabbath day two lambs of the first year without spot, and two tenth deals of flour for a meat offering, mingled with oil, and the drink offering thereof:  This is the burnt offering of every sabbath, beside the continual burnt offering, and his drink offering.”  In another confrontation with the Jewish leaders, Jesus used another example of the priests’ duties on the Sabbath, John 7:22-23, “Moses therefore gave unto you circumcision; (not because it is of Moses, but of the fathers;) and ye on the sabbath day circumcise a man.  If a man on the sabbath day receive circumcision, that the law of Moses should not be broken; are ye angry at me, because I have made a man every whit whole on the sabbath day?”
The Sabbath was made to serve man—not man to serve the Sabbath.

When the gospel of Mark gives the account of this incident there is a phrase included, Mark 2:27, “And he said unto them, The sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath.”  The Jews tended to go to the extreme on observing the day.  During the time of Greek control over Canaan, Antiochus Epiphanes massacred a group of Jews under the command of Judas Maccabaeus when the Jews refused to defend themselves on the Sabbath.  That was not the intent of the Sabbath law.

The word Sabbath is a transliteration of Shabath which means, “to cease or desist, rest or cessation of labor.”  The commandment of the Sabbath includes, Exodus 20:9, “Six days shalt thou labour, and do all thy work.”  Work was to cease on the seventh day.  Taking a brake from the workweek is essential for humans, as we will see later.

The Lord also reminds His people in Deuteronomy 5:12-15 that they had been slaves in Egypt and that He had brought them out of there.  In commanding them to observe the Sabbath, the weekly rest would remind them of a time when as slaves they were unable to rest.  The association between Israel’s slavery in Egypt and the Sabbath is restated in Ezekiel 20:5-12.  Again it is stated that the Sabbath was a sign between God and Israel.  Two of the greatest needs of humans are for rest and worship—neither of which Israel was able to do in Egypt.

The additions to the law by the scribes and Pharisees were unnecessary burdens placed upon people, Matthew 23:4, “For they bind heavy burdens and grievous to be borne, and lay them on men's shoulders; but they themselves will not move them with one of their fingers.”
The Sabbath is not the Lord’s Day.

There are some groups today who claim orthodox Christian beliefs and observe the seventh-day Sabbath.  There has even been a group formed to unite these groups, The Bible Sabbath Association.  The most noted of these denominations is the Seventh-Day Adventists but there are branches in just about every denomination that follow the seventh-day Sabbath:  Seventh Day Baptist, Evangelical Reformed Methodist Church, Church of God (Seventh-Day) and Seventh Day Pentecostals.  The Worldwide Church of God (formerly the Radio Church of God) founded by Herbert Armstrong follows the seventh-day Sabbath.  All these groups (and more) believe the seventh-day Sabbath is still to be observed.  The majority of orthodox Christian churches believe that the first day of the week, the Lord’s Day, is the correct day to worship.

Nowhere in the New Testament after Pentecost is the Christian commanded to observe the Sabbath.  As already stated, the Sabbath was a special sign between God and Israel (Exodus 31:16-17).  This explains its absence in the New Testament instructions to Christians.
The Jewish Sabbath began at sunset Friday and ran through sunset Saturday.  The Lord’s Day is the first day of the week corresponding to our Sunday.

The list of requirements for Gentile Christians never mentions Sabbath keeping (Acts 15:28-29).  Breaking the Sabbath is never included in the lists of sins in the Epistles (e.g. 1 Corinthians 6:9-10; Galatians 5:19-21).  Of the nine post-Pentecostal references to the seventh-day Sabbath, eight refer to a strictly Jewish gathering, not a Christian one.  Paul attended these gatherings for the purpose of evangelizing (Acts 13:14, 27, 42, 44; 15:21; 16:13; 17:2; 18:4).  The ninth reference declares the Christian’s liberty from the Sabbath, Colossians 2:16-17 “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.”
The early church set aside the Lord’s Day as a day of rest, worship and celebration of Christ’s resurrection.   All four gospels record the resurrection on the first day of the week (Matthew 28:1; Mark 16:2; Luke 24:1; John 20:1).  Jesus appeared to ten of His disciples on that first day of the week (John 20:19).  Jesus waited one week, and on the next first day of the week appeared to the eleven disciples (John 20:26).

The promised coming of the Holy Spirit was fulfilled on the first day of the week—on the Day of Pentecost, which by law came on the first day of the week (Leviticus 23:16).  On that same first day of the week the apostle Peter preached the first gospel sermon on the death and resurrection of Jesus (Acts 2:14-36).  On that first day of the week the three thousand converts were united into the first New Testament church (Acts 2:41).

At Troas the Christians assembled for worship on the first day of the week (Acts 20:7).  Paul instructed the Christians at Corinth to make contributions on the first day of the week (1 Corinthians 16:2).  On the first day of the week (the Lord’s Day) Christ came to the apostle John on Patmos (Revelation 1:10).  Early Christians from 30-300A.D. referred to Sunday as the Lord’s Day because it was the day Jesus rose from the dead.
A parallel exists between the Passover eaten on “Jehovah’s Day” and the Lord’s Supper being eaten on the first day.
Exodus 12:11 “And thus shall ye eat it; with your loins girded, your shoes on your feet, and your staff in your hand; and ye shall eat it in haste: it is the Lord's passover.”
Exodus 20:10 “But the seventh day is the sabbath of the Lord thy God: in it thou shalt not do any work, thou, nor thy son, nor thy daughter, thy manservant, nor thy maidservant, nor thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy gates:”
The Lord’s Supper is taken on the Lord’s Day:

Acts 20:6-7 “And we sailed away from Philippi after the days of unleavened bread, and came unto them to Troas in five days; where we abode seven days.  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.”
The primary purpose of the gathering was the Lord’s Supper.  This is the only example of the Lord’s Supper being practiced by Christians.  Sabbatarians say this was a regular meal but if this is not the Lord’s Supper then there is no example in the Bible of Christians communing.

The groups who follow the seventh-day Sabbath believe, as is stated in the Seventh-Day Adventist doctrine, “The will of God as it relates to moral conduct is comprehended in His law of Ten Commandments; that these are great moral, unchangeable precepts, binding upon all men, in every age, the Fourth Commandment of this unchangeable law requires the observance of the seventh-day Sabbath.”
Am I saying the Ten Commandments have been done away with?  No.  The Ten Commandments are moral principles and are as valid today as when they were given.  The principle of setting aside a portion of the week to rest and worship is biblically sound.

It is important for people to set aside time for rest and worship.  As human beings, our Creator did not design us to work seven days a week.  Jesus said, “The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27).  In our society those words ring especially true.  Our bodies and souls both need rest and taking off one day out of every week is good for us.

Numerous surveys confirm that adult Americans perceive they are under much more stress than a decade or two ago.  Stress is an unavoidable consequence of life.  All stress is not harmful.  A certain amount of stress results in increased productivity—up to a point.  It is something like the stress on a guitar string.  Not enough produces a dull, raspy sound.  Too much tension makes a shrill, annoying sound or breaks the string.  Just the right degree can create the tone it is supposed to.  That right degree of stress on humans is different for everyone.

Psychological effects trigger stress but the strain on the body produced by this causes physical effects.  When a body is under stress heart rate and blood pressure increase the flow of blood to the brain, blood sugar rises to furnish more fuel for energy, blood is shunted away from the intestines where there is not an immediate need for purposes of digestion and clotting occurs more quickly.  If stress is repeatedly invoked it is not hard to see how it can contribute to hypertension, strokes, heart attacks, diabetes and other similar ailments.  Certain types of chronic stress are associated with impaired immune system resistance to viral linked disorders ranging from the common cold to cancer.
A 1996 “Prevention” magazine survey found that almost 75% feel they have “great stress” one day a week with one out of three indicating they feel this way more than twice a week.  All elements of society feel stress; from children, teenagers and college students to the elderly.  There are different reasons for their stress including:  increased crime and violence, peer pressures that lead to substance abuse, social isolation and loneliness and the erosion of family and religious values and ties.  However, the leading source of stress in adults is job stress.  A 1992 United Nations Report labeled job stress “The 20th Century Disease” and a few years later the World Health Organization said it had become a “world wide epidemic.”

The 2000 annual “Attitudes in the American Workplace” Gallup Poll found that 80% of workers feel stress on the job, nearly half say they need help in learning how to manage stress and 42% say their coworkers need such help.  A “2000 Integra Survey” reported that 65% of workers said that workplace stress had caused difficulties and more than 10 percent described these as having major effects.  Over half of those workers said they often spend 12-hour days on work related duties and an equal number frequently skip lunch because of the stress of job demands.

A 1997 three year study conducted by one large corporation found that 60% of employee absences could be traced back to psychological problems that were due to job stress.  Double digit increase in Worker’s Compensation premiums every year as a result of mental stress claims threaten to bankrupt the system in several states.

A day of rest is very important for people.  Each day believers should take time to read the Bible, pray and express our praise to God.  But it is important to have a least one day in seven that we set aside so that we can have an extended time to worship and focus upon the Lord both corporately and individually.
As much as people need to observe the Lord’s Day, we also need to avoid legalism as we do it.  There is no need to set down strict rules as to what we can do or can’t do on Sundays.  If a person takes a nap on Sunday afternoon that’s fine—that is rest, just don’t try to make everyone else take a nap.

Some recreation on Sunday is okay but we tend to worship our play and then play at our worship.  When we get addicted to our recreation, we miss the whole purpose of the Lord’s Day.  Watching a ball game or playing a round of golf on Sunday is okay even though those things can lead to stress themselves.  I’m not a golfer but I have heard stories of some who get so angry they break or throw their clubs—that’s stress.  Watching ten to eleven hours of football on Sunday, which can be done, noon to ten or eleven p.m., is not observing the day correctly.  Going to the mall and shopping on Sunday afternoon is okay.  Going fishing on Sunday afternoon is okay.  There are a lot of activities that would be acceptable for people to do on Sundays as long as we strive to keep it primarily a day for worship and rest.  It is important that we don’t treat Sunday as just another day.
That leads us back to corporate worship.  Most orthodox Christian churches have two services a day on Sunday.  The Bible states, Hebrews 10:25, “Not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as the manner of some is; but exhorting one another: and so much the more, as ye see the day approaching.”  Worship is an important part of observing the Lord’s Day.  Some churches have started early services on Sunday mornings so people can get church out of the way and enjoy the day.  That tells me a lot about attitudes toward the Lord that people have.  As I said, I think recreation is okay but if a person is fishing, shopping, golfing, watching a ball game or taking a nap, that person’s mind is not on the Lord at that time.  When we gather for worship our minds are supposed to leave the entire world behind and focus solely upon our Lord, we can receive true rest in that way.

Is it God’s will that we attend church services regularly?  Jesus said in Matthew 18:20, “For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them.”  Jesus has never forsaken an assembly and every Christian should want to meet with Him.

Is Jesus just as pleased when we do not attend?  Listen to His words recorded in Matthew 6:33, “But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you.”  Here He is saying that the church must be first to the Christian.  The zeal of the early Christians was seen in the regularity of their meetings—weekly and often daily.  Whenever and wherever Christians assemble today, faithful members endeavor to be present.  We are to render “. . .unto God the things which be God’s” (Luke 20:25).  God has a right to say how His day shall be used.
Christ, as Lord of the Sabbath, offers true rest to whoever comes to Him.

Matthew 11:28-30 “Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”
As the Sabbath gave Israel the opportunity to celebrate the freedom and rest from slavery in Egypt; so the Lord’s Day provides an opportunity to celebrate the freedom and rest from the slavery of sin that comes through a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.  Our redemption is a greater redemption than freedom from physical slavery.

A lot of people work because “I owe, I owe, it’s off to work we go.”  Jesus said, “The life is more than meat, and the body is more than raiment” (Luke 12:23; ref. 12:13-34).  A couple of questions we should ask:  Is God a delight or a noose around your neck?  Are you one of those who wish Sunday morning services would end so you can enjoy the day?

Do we treat God as a piece of legislation or as a personal being who loves us?  Do we go to church because we feel we are required to because that’s what God said to do or because He loves me and I love Him?

The value of the pause on the Lord’s Day:

1) It is good for us physically and mentally as it gives us the opportunity to relax the pace at which the body is working.

2) It enables us to assess what we are doing.

3) It makes a statement about who we are and who runs our lives.  It deliberately dethrones work from being central to our existence.

4) It reminds us of our limitations—that we are not indispensable in the great scheme of things.
