A REPLY TO
“WHAT Do THE ScCRIPTURES SAY ABOUT THE SABBATH?”

Frank B. Holbrook

n 1995, the Worldwide Church of God, a
Sabbatarian denomination, published an extended
documententitled, “What Do the Scriptures Say
About the Sabbath?’ as a supplement to the
organization’s well-known journal, The Plain Truth. In
this statement the present leaders surprisingly deny that
Christians are under any moral obligation to observe the
Sabbath precept of the Ten Commandments.
They write:

Aswe in the Worldwide Church of God con-
tinue to worship Jesus Christ on the seventh day,
wewill be asked why we do differently than most
Christian churches. We will have to explain why
we worship on the seventh day, and the honest
answer isthat we used to think that we absolutely
had to, but we no longer think that. Then we'll be
asked why we continue to worship on the seventh
day, and the honest answer isthat we are freeto be
different” (p. 23).

Since Seventh-day Adventists are also Sabbatarian
Christians, we have a sincere interest in this vital truth
aswell. We are sorry for thisrepudiation of the Sabbath.
Without attempting to respond to every argument, we
offer the following critique of the major reasoning and
textual expositions the authors have taken to arrive at
their conclusion. We do not challenge the sincerity of
the authors nor of other Christians who, in the past or
presently, have taken a similar stance. But we do ques-
tion the validity of their presuppositions and expositions
of certain passages by which they have arrived at their
belief on this subject. We will first identify and discuss
the major presuppositions upon which the argument of
the document rests. We will then examine the authors
expositions of the biblical passages most germane to the
topic.

Presuppositions

Biblical Authority: Limited
for Christians to the NT

This presupposition is both stated and implied. For
example:

“Qur doctrines must be based on scripturesthat
are applicable to the age welivein” (p. 9). “If the
Sabbath were arequirement, it would be astonish-
ing that the New Testament never mentions such
an important command” (p. 18). “But it [the NT]
never commands Sabbath-keeping” (p. 23). “The
entire Torah went with circumcision” (p. 3). “We
cannot use Exodus 16 to prove anything about

Christian requirements today” (p. 3).

The Religion of the NT is Essentially
Different From That of the OT

This presupposition is assumed throughout this
document. For example, an unnamed author is cited ap-
provingly as follows:

Chrigtianity isanew marriage, anew covenant.
“We have been released from the law so that we

serve in the new way of the Spirit, and not in the
old way of the written code” (p. 7, n. 3). “God
punished the Israelites for Sabbath-breaking be-
cause the Sabbath was a requirement for the time
they lived in, for the covenant they lived under.
But that cannot prove that the physical details of
the Sabbath are till required in anew age” (p. 7).
“If we are to require Christians to rest on the Sab-
bath, we must base our doctrine on other passages
of Scripture” (p. 2).

The Decalogue: Not a Unit of Precepts

of Binding Moral Obligation

The New Testament does not distinguish the
Ten Commandmentsfrom any other group of laws.
It does not give them any particular name or give
them any special status. . . . If thereisany consis-
tent grouping in the New Testament, it is the last
six commandments—the first four are not quoted
with the others. We cannot assumethat all 10 must
remain together (p. 5).

The Ten Commandments contain some tem-
porary portions aswell as some timelesstruths (p.
5).
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Portions of the Ten Commandments are ap-
propriate to Isragl and not everything in the Ten
should be considered eterna truth. We cannot as-
sume the continuing validity of the Sabbath law
merely because it was given with other laws that
have continuing validity—especially when that
package, considered asawhole, is called obsolete
in the New Testament. We cannot assume that all
10 must stay together (p. 5).

Sabbatarians commonly assert that all the Ten
Commandments are in the category of moral law,
but there is no biblical proof for this assumption
(p. 9).

The requirement that the day of rest specifi-
cally be the seventh day of the week isnot an in-
terpersonal matter. It was specified by God and
was aworship detail (p. 5).

The Demise of the Old Covenant
Cancels the Sabbath Obligation
Exodus 34:28 tellsusthat the old covenant was
composed of the Ten Commandments. However,
if al ten commandments are till in force in the
same way, how can it be said that the old package
isobsolete? We should expect adifference—adif-
ference between the Abrahamic covenant and the
Sinaitic covenant, adifference betweenthe Sinaitic
covenant and the Christian covenant. Most of the
commandments are repeated in the New Testa-
ment, but the Sabbath is not (p. 4).
“The old covenant wasamixture of moral, civil
and ceremonia laws’ (p. 5).“ The new covenant

has made the old covenant obsolete and the old
laws have been set aside” (p. 7).

Of course, there is no New Testament verse
that saysthe Sabbath isnow obsolete. Instead there
are verses that say the entire old covenant law is
obsolete (p. 18).

In Christ, we have rest. He has freed us from
the old covenant, which wasayoketoo difficult to
bear, and has given us a new covenant, whichisa
yoke that is so much easier to bear that it is called
a“rest” (Matthew 11:28-30) (p. 19).

The Sabbath: A Shadow-type,
Foreshadowed Rest in Christ

The bulk of the document is given over to raising
guestions about the validity of observing the Sabbath by
Christians, concluding that they are under no obligation
to do so. The authors then argue that the purpose of the
Sabbath was to foreshadow (like the typical rituals of
the sanctuary) afuture, spiritual rest in Christ, the rest of
grace.

“The Sabbath . . . looked forward, prefiguring
something, as apredictive shadow of acoming re-
ality, our spiritual rest” (p. 20). “The Sabbath . . .
foreshadowed and pointed to our salvation in
Christ” (p. 21). “ Theweekly seventh-day Sabbath,
which was enjoined upon Israel in the Ten Com-
mandments, was a shadow that prefigured the true
Reality to whom it pointed—our Lord and Sav-
iour Jesus Christ” (p. 23).

Our Reply

Our premises naturally affect our conclusions, they
determine the outcome of the reasoning process. We
believe the presuppositions upon which the document
rests are defective and, consequently, have led its au-
thors to reject the observance of the Sabbath as a moral
obligation for Christians. We turn then to the biblical
data to determine what the Scriptures actually have to
say in these areas of concern.

1. The extent of biblical authority. The Hebrew
Bible (the Christian’ s Old Testament) was the authorita-
tive Word of God from which Jesus and the apostles
taught the truths of the faith. No portion of the NT ex-
isted in the days of Jesus. It was only during the later
ministry of the apostles that the several components of
the NT Scriptures came to be written.

For Jesus, the OT was the sacred Word of God, the
final court of appeal. He met Satan’s fiercest tempta-

tions with citations from Deuteronomy. To each chal-
lenge He replied, “It iswritten” (cf. Matt 4:4; Deut 8:3;
Matt 4:6; Deut 6:16; Matt 4:10; Deut 6:13; 10:20). Jesus
acknowledged that the OT bore witness to Him (John
5:39). In fact, He said:

If you believed Moses, you would believe me,
for he wrote of me. But if you do not believe his
writings, how will you believe my words? (John
5:46-47, RSV).

On another occasion, Jesus showed His regard for
the OT when He said, “ scripture cannot be broken” (John
10:35, RSV).

The apostles maintained the same high regard for
the authority of the OT. Peter declared that the writings
of the OT did not come by theimpulse of man, “but men
moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Pet 1:21,
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RSV). Indeed, he asserted, it was “the Spirit of Christ”
which inspired the OT prophets (1 Pet 1:11, RSV).

Paul, who wrote approximately half of the docu-
ments that compose the NT, continually acknowledge
the teaching authority of the OT in the Christian church.
Writing what proved to be hisfinal instructionsto Timo-
thy, his associate, he said:

Continue in what you have learned and have
firmly believed, knowing from whom you have
learned it and how from childhood you have been
acquainted with the sacred writingswhich areable
toinstruct you for salvation through faith in Christ
Jesus. All scriptureisinspired by God and profit-
able for teaching [didaskalia, teaching, instruc-
tion], for reproof, for correction, and for training
in righteousness, that the man of God may be com-
plete, equipped for every good work (2 Tim
3:15-17, RSV).

Thus, it is evident that in the days of Jesus and the
apostles the Christian church—although founded on
Christ (1 Cor 3:11)—wasledinthat direction, grounded,
and supported by the authoritative teachings of the OT,
the only portion of sacred Scripture available. The church
was functioning and spreading a score of years before
the first ingpired documents were written which eventu-
ally came to compose the NT canon, rounding out the
authoritative Scriptures of the Word of God. These his-
toric facts explain why the apostles saw no need to re-
peat or discussin detail in their letters every moral truth
that was already plainly presented in the Scriptures they
held in hand.

The Christian church in general has aways recog-
nized the validity of both Testaments as the basis for
faith and practice. The OT shedslight onthe NT, and the
NT in turn sheds light on the OT. Together, they form a
unified body of spiritual truth and instruction. The bibli-
cal authority for the Christian faith is not limited to one
Testament. Rather, Christians accept the entire scriptural
canon as the inspired basis for their faith.

Itisobjected that the OT containsinstructionswhich
are no longer binding upon God's followers in this dis-
pensation. Thisis true. In addition to the moral law of
the Ten Commandments and applications based on them
and other timeless truths, the OT also contains instruc-
tions pertaining to Isragl’ s ceremonial worship and civil
institutions. All these issued from God. Since the nation
functioned as a Theocracy (aunion of church/state ruled
directly by God), the violation of the divine will in any
of these aspects was liable for punishment. But the per-
manency of these various categoriesof instructionlayin

their internal nature, not in the fact that they werelinked
together in Israel’ s theocratic nation.

The Ten Commandments and related truths and
teachings would be as permanent in one dispensation as
in another because they are embedded in the very will
and character of God Himself. Ritual or ceremonial in-
struction pertaining to the sacrificial system was by its
very nature temporary—intended only to point the
believer's faith forward to the coming Redeemer by
means of rites and symbols. Civil laws and ingtitutions
could only function as long as Israel existed in an inde-
pendent national capacity.

It is afundamental weakness of the document that
it gives equal weight to these various categories of in-
struction—even including nonbiblical rabbinical require-
ments (p. 13)—in its argument against Sabbath obser-
vance for Christians:

The old covenant was amixture of moral, civil
and ceremonial laws. . . . Although we can catego-
rizethoselaws according to function Scripture does
not (p. 5).

Although an Isra€lite lived in a theocratic form of
government that combined these various categories of
instructions, if he were spiritually attuned, he clearly
perceived their distinct differences. The prophet Micah
expressed this point precisely:

With what should | come beforethe Lord, and
bow myself before God on high? Shall | come be-
fore him with burnt offerings, with calves a year
old? Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of
rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? ... He
has showed you, O man, what is good; and what
doesthe Lord require of you but to do justice, and
love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?
(Mic 6:6-8, RSV).

In his last expression Micah summarizes the two
tables of the Decaloguein the manner Jesus did (cf. Matt
22:36-40). Hedistinctly separatestheritual requirements
from the greater moral obligations and summarizes the
first table of the Decal ogue under the rubric, “walk hum-
bly with your God”; and the second table under the ru-
bric, “do justice,” “love kindness” with respect to your
neighbor.

When Jesus gave a similar summarization of the
Ten Commandments, a scribe responded:

WEell said, Teacher. Y ou have spoken thetruth,
for there is one God, and there is no other but He.
And to love Him with al the heart, with all the
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understanding, with all the soul, and with al the
strength, and to love on€e' s neighbor as onesdlf, is
mor e than all the whole burnt offerings and sacri-
fices. Now when Jesus saw that heanswered wisely,
Hesaid to him, “Y ou are not far from the kingdom
of God” (Mark 12:32-34, NKJV).

Hereisclear evidencethat the Jewsdid not see“the
law” asone“seamless’ garment of moral, ritual, and civil
instruction. They perceived the differences. And while
temporary ritual/ceremonial and civil instruction ceased
to berequirementsin the Christian dispensation, thefun-
damental doctrines and moral truths of the OT contin-
ued, rooted as they were in authoritative Scripture.

Summary. In light of the biblical data briefly re-
viewed above, Christians accept the Holy Scriptures of
the Old and New Testaments as the authoritative basis
for their beliefsand practice. If the OT presentsafunda-
mental truth such asthe Sabbath doctrine, it isnot neces-
sary for it to be repeated in the NT. “All scriptureisin-
spired by God and profitablefor teaching” (2 Tim 3:16).

2. Therdligion of thetwo Testaments. Since both
the OT and NT form the scriptural authority for the Chris-
tian, we may expect that the religion of both Testaments
is one and the same. It is a false dichotomy to divide
biblical religion into separate sets of beliefs. We note
the following facts:

a. The same God speaksto His peoplein both Tes-
taments.

In many and various ways God spoke of old to
our fathers [patriarchs/Israglites] by the prophets;
but in these last days he has spoken to us [Chris-
tians] by aSon. .. (Heb 1:1-2, RSV).

b. The same problem existsin both Testaments, the
moral problem of sin (the transgression of God’ swill as
defined by the moral law of the Ten Commandments
(1 Kings 8:46; Rom 3:23).

For no human being will bejustifiedin hissight
by works of the law, since through the law comes
knowledge of sin (Rom 3:20, RSV).

If it had not been for the law, | should not have
known sin. | should not have known what it isto
covet if thelaw had not said, “Y ou shall not covet”
(Rom 7:7, RSV).

c. The same gospel/plan of salvation is offered to
sinners, and on the same basis: faith.

According to the NT, the patriarch Noah who sur-
vived the Flood “became an heir of the righteousness
which comesby faith” (Heb 11:7, RSV). And the apostle
Paul, who declaresthat the truth about the righteousness
of God through faith is taught in the OT (“the law and
the prophets’), proves his assertion from the examples
of Abraham and the writings of David (Rom 3:21-22;
4:1-8, RSV). The apostle also notesin Hebrews Israel’s
belief:

For indeed the gospel was preached to us
[Christians] as well as to them [Israel in the Exo-
dus]; but the word which they heard did not profit
them, not being mixed with faithin thosewho heard
it (Heb 4:2, NKJV).

This statement about Israel in the Exodus sheds
considerable light on the meaning of the sacrificial sys-
tem as practiced by the patriarchs and enlarged upon in
the Israglite sanctuary worship. Since the patriarchs and
Israelites—at |east the more spiritual among them—un-
derstood the gospel of salvation by faith in a coming
Redeemer, they must have received it through an under-
standing of the symbolism of the sacrificial rites. In the
substitutionary sacrifices they perceived the promised
“Lamb of God” who would take away “the sin of the
world” (cf. John 1:29).

In spite of Jewish failures, Jesus affirmed to the
Samaritan woman, “Y ou worship what you do not know;
weworshipwhat we know, for salvationisfromthe Jews’
(John 4:22, RSV). In other words, the Jews have God's
truth. In the shadow-types of the tabernacle/temple sanc-
tuary rites, in the messianic prophecies, and in the di-
dactic teachings of the OT, the Isradlites had the truth
about God and salvation from sin—the sametruthswhich
became the heritage of Christians.

The religion of the two Testaments is one. Before
the cross, God's people were taught the same gospel/
plan of salvation by means of the Scriptures and the sac-
rificial system that later Christians were taught by the
same Scriptures and the actual appearing and death of
Jesus Christ, further supported by the apostolic witness
which came eventually to form the NT.

Summary. Inasmuch as the religion of the tota
Bible is the ssme—as evidenced by the data—we have
strong, presumptive evidence that a cardinal doctrine of
the OT, such asthe Sabbath, remains a cardinal doctrine
for Christians. As the authors of our document admit,
“there is no New Testament verse that says the Sabbath
is now obsolete” (p. 18).
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3. Thepermanency of the Decalogue. Thereader
will notice at once the particular presupposition the au-
thors of the document employ to downplay the impor-
tance of the Ten Commandments. The“ New Testament,”
it is argued, “does not distinguish the Ten Command-
ments from any other group of laws.” Such a stance
avoids the unequivocal statements that the authoritative
OT makes about the Decalogue. What are the biblical
facts? Has God indeed di stinguished the Ten Command-
ments in a manner which sets them for all time apart
from all other instruction He has given? Three facts stand
out:

a. The Creator Himself proclaimed orally from
Mount Snai the Ten Commandments. No other instruc-
tion has ever been given in this manner, a fact which
underscores the uniqueness of the Decalogue. The Sab-
bath precept sharesin this uniqueness.

b. The Creator Himself inscribed the Decalogue
twice on tables of stone. The obvious reason for this ac-
tion was to emphasize graphically the enduring, perma-
nent nature of the Ten Commandments; The Sabbath
precept shares in this permanency.

Then the Lord spoke to you out of the midst of
the fire; you heard the sound of words, but saw no
form, ... And he declared to you his covenant,
which he commanded you to perform, that is, the
ten commandments; and he wrote them upon two
tables of stone (Deut 4:12-13; seea so 10:4, RSV).

¢. Moses placed the stone tables of the Decalogue
in the nation’s most sacred location: within the golden
ark in the sanctuary’ s Most Holy Place. The ark with its
attached cherubim represented the Creator’s throne
(2 Sam 6:2, RSV). The Decaogue resting beneath the
cherubim attested to the divine will, the foundation of
the covenant between God and His people, and the moral
basis for His universal rule and government. It likewise
reflected His righteous character.

What more could God have doneto distinguish the
Decalogue as a particular, unified body of law which
defines the believer’s duty to his Creator and to his fel-
low beings? No need existed for the apostlesto repeat in
their writingswhat was so obviousin the OT. Both Jesus
and Paul demonstrated the spiritual nature of the
Decalogue which convictsusat thelevel of our thoughts
aswell asinthe overt act (cf. Matt 5:21-27; 15:19; Rom
7:7;, 13:8-10).

A second objection to the Decalogue as a unified
code of moral precepts binding upon believers in the
Christian dispensation asserts that portions of it aretem-

porary and are appropriate only to Israel. In other words,
the Ten Commandments are viewed as a mix of perma-
nent and temporary injunctions, so that we cannot as-
sume the Sabbath precept is a permanent command be-
cause it is found with some permanent elements in this
code.

This position forgets that God determined to con-
tinue the preservation and the sharing of the truth about
Himself and His plan of salvation by employing the
agency of a nation rather than families of individual pa
triarchs. Consequently, God planted the nation of |srael
at the crossroads of three continents (cf. Ezek 5:5) and
committed to them written Scripture (Rom 3:1-2), the
Ten Commandments, the sanctuary ritual worship, His
promises/covenants, and promised the Messiah to come
through their line (Rom 9:4-5). The Temple-sanctuary
would function as God' s* house of prayer for all peoples’
(Isa56:7).

Thus, it was only natural that in proclaiming the
Ten Commandments from Sinai God would make some
applications of the preceptsto Israel’ s situation.

The so-called “portions of the Ten Command-
ments’ that are appropriateto Isragl, areall inthe area of
applying the preceptsto their immediate situation. There
isnot a single precept that can be claimed to be directed
only to Israel and not to all believers.

The statement in the second precept—*“for | the
Lord your God am ajealous God, visiting the iniquity of
the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth gen-
eration”—is argued to be a precept for Jews only under
the rubric of the blessings/curses of the covenant. But
thisis mere speculation. It isfar more biblical to seethis
divine statement to mean exactly what the apostle Paul
was inspired to write: “Do not be deceived; God is not
mocked, for whatever aman sows, that hewill also reap”
(Gal 6:7, RSV). We moderns know far more than our
ancient counterparts the terrible consequences of paren-
tal misconduct on their future progeny!

An application of the Sabbath precept is indeed
made to Israel’ s situation in which slaves formed a part
of some households and foreigners lived in their land
under the theocratic government. These wereto keep the
Sabbath with them, living asthey did in their homes and
communities. Likewise also a promise is given in the
fifth precept. The obedient might expect to livelong “in
the land which the Lord your God givesyou,” that is to
say, in the land of Canaan. But in the apostle Paul’ s un-
derstanding, this application—in theform of apromise—
escalates to apromise to Christians as well: “that it may
bewell with you and that you may livelong on the earth”
(Eph 6:3, RSV).
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Obviously, thesefew applicationsto Israel’ ssitua-
tion in no wise detracts from the permanent, moral obli-
gation of these precepts and principles which are em-
bodied in the Ten Commandments which define human
obligations to God and man.

The most serious charge against the Decal ogue by
the authors of this document is the implication that the
Ten Commandments is not a code of moral precepts!
We are amazed to what lengths some will go to avoid
the obligation of the Creator’s gift of the Sabbath rest!
(“ Sabbatarians commonly assert that all the Ten Com-
mandments arein the category of moral law, but thereis
no biblical proof for this assumption” (p. 5).

Mora law has to do with human behavior—what
isright and what iswrong in terms of behavior. The Cre-
ator is the moral governor of His universe, and He has
determined the correct behavior pattern of His intelli-
gent creation. The precepts of the Ten Commandments,
being “holy and just and good” (Rom 7:12) derive from
the very character of the Deity.

In the fina analysis the authors of the document
concede that “ Many theol ogians say that Old Testament
mora laws have continuing validity” (p. 5), and they
accept amoral element in the Sabbath precept inthe gen-
eral aspect of rest and worship, but deny that the specific
day hasany moral worth, being—for them—only a“wor-
ship detail.” This viewpoint is not new; it has been a
position long-held by anti-Sabbatarians.

However, thisposition isboth contrary to the Scrip-
tures and sound reason. The observance of the
seventh-day Sabbath precept lies at the very foundation
of al worship of the true God and human morality asHe
has defined it. The seventh-day Sabbath keeps ever
present the true reason why our worship, obedience, and
alegianceis due to God: because Heis the Creator, and
we are His creatures. It cannot be denied that our moral
duty to love and obey God rests on these fundamental
facts. If children are expected to obey their parents who
gave them birth, how much more should human beings
worship and obey the Creator who gave them life and
sustainsit.

The reason, offered in the fourth precept why the
human family should keep the seventh-day Sabbath is
the historical fact of Creation and the Creator’s resting
on that day: “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it
haly. . . . forinsix daysthe L ord made heaven and earth,
the sea, and al that isin them, and rested the seventh
day; therefore the Lord blessed the sabbath day and hal-
lowed it” (Exod 20:8-11, RSV). So long as the fact that
Heisour Creator continuesto be areason why we should
worship and obey God, just so long will the observance

of the seventh-day Sabbath continue to memorialize that
truth. No other day of the week can hold this signifi-
cance. Christ’s advent, His atoning death and resurrec-
tion has in no wise abolished these fundamental facts
about creation and the seventh-day Sabbath.

Summary. The Decalogueisaunified body of per-
manent moral law, proclaimed and engraved on stone as
such by the Creator. The fourth precept calling for the
observance of the seventh-day Sabbath is as permanent
asthe historical fact that God the Son created the human
family; its observance continually memorializes that
event and keeps the believer ever aware of dependency
upon his Creator (cf. Ezek 20:20).

4. The Covenants. Many Christians have adopted
the viewpoint that the obligation to observe the Sabbath
terminated with the collapse of the Sinaitic covenant. The
argument sounds plausible: If only the Ten Command-
ments formed the Sinai covenant, and if this Sinai or
“old” covenant became obsolete, then of course, the Ten
Commandments would be no longer binding on God's
followers. But this line of reasoning “proves’ too much
inasmuch as it leaves the Christian without any moral
guidelines! Thus, resort is made to the untrue assertion
that nine of the precepts of the Decalogue are repeated
in the NT—all except the Sabbath precept.

The truth is that none of the first four precepts,
which define man’s duty to God, are repeated verbatim
intheNT. Surely Christians should worship only thetrue
God, and should not worship Him by means of idols nor
take His name in vain! But it is argued that these pre-
ceptsare aluded to—and we would agree—and soisthe
Sabbath, even more prominently. Did not Jesus declare
that “the Sabbath was made for man” (Mark 2:27). and
did He not give a number of examples of what consti-
tuted true Sabbath observance? Y es, these biblical facts
aretrue.

But what about the biblical doctrine of the covenants
and its impact on the Christian faith? As we have a-
ready observed, just as this document moves to reduce
biblical authority to the NT, so in its discussions on the
covenant, it reduces the biblical religion to what can be
found only in the NT. A sharp distinction is made be-
tween the religion of Isragl and that of Christians. But
this reductionism is false to the Scriptures. We repeat,
the full Bible (both Testaments) isthe final authority for
the Christian, and the religion of both Testamentsisone
and the same because it is grounded in the same Creator
God (Heb 1:1-2).

The document asserts that we should expect a dif-
ference between the Abrahamic, Sinaitic, and “ new” cov-
enants. But what kind of difference should we expect?
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Does the Bible teach two different religions? Are there
two different roads to Heaven? The Scriptures know of
only one God, one sin problem, and one saving gospel as
we have already shown. The covenants do have some
differences, but issuing as they do from the same Cre-
ator God, they teach the same fundamental religion.

One mgjor reason why the covenants are difficult
for many Christians to understand is because they are
not fully discussed in any one place by the Bible writers
of either Testament. Consequently, the data must be as-
sembled from the various parts of the Bible. Since space
is limited, we will deal only with the essentials which
impact on the matter of the Sabbath. We note then the
following paints:

1. Thereligion of the Bibleisexpressed intheform
of a covenant, a committed relationship between God
and the believer, much like a marriage bond to which it
iscompared (see Ezek 16:8; Jer 31:32). A marriage cov-
enant separates two persons from the masses of human-
ity and linkstheir livesin aloving, responsible, commit-
ted union. Promised blessings and stipulated obligations
are a part of such acommitment. Couplesin love never
consider the parameters of their marital covenant restric-
tive. Rather, the bond is a source of security and satis-
faction to rest within. The thread which links these three
formulations of the biblical covenant (Abrahamic,
Sinaitic, New) emphasizes thistruth: “1 . . . will be your
God, and you shall be my people” (Lev 26:12; cf. Gen
17:2, 7-9; Jer 31:33; Heb 8:10).

2. The biblical covenant establishes a saving rela-
tionship between God and the believer in addition to a
committed bond. Within this union divine grace oper-
ates to save and to transform the human partner, bring-
ing him/her into harmony with the character and will of
God. Thus, in its most complete expression the biblical
covenant—as an arrangement to bring about the full sal-
vation of the believer—contains more than just the Ten
Commandments. Actually, we may say that the biblical
covenant contains three fundamental articles:

a. The covenant promises, affirmed by God's oath
(Eph 2:12; Gdl 3:16-17).

b. The covenant obligations, obedience to God's
will as expressed in the moral law of the Ten Command-
ments (Deut 4:13). This is not to suggest that the be-
liever—in covenant with God—is expected to earn his
salvation by works of obedience. Rather, the Ten Com-
mandments function as aguide for the believer’ s behav-
ior in hig’her responseto God' sgrace. There could be no
real fellowship between God and His child without obe-
dience on the part of the child (see 1 John 1:3, 7). The
mora law informsthe believer of the right course of ac-

tion and convicts the conscience if the believer strays.

¢. The covenant means by which to meet the obli-
gations or conditions, namely Jesus Christ—as Heis set
forth in the gospel/plan of salvation (Isa 42:1-4, 6-7).
We may observe in passing that any of these major ele-
ments—promises, Ten Commandments, Christ—may be
referred to as the “covenant.”

Sincethe Abrahamic covenant for al practical pur-
poses meldsinto the Sinaitic covenant (cf. Ps 105:6-10),
we will limit our survey to the covenant made at Sinai
and to the “new covenant.” (Sometimes the Sinai cov-
enant is designated “old” in contrast with the “new”;
sometimesitsis called “first” in contrast with an under-
stood “second,” or “new covenant”).

The covenant made with Israel asanation at Sina
(the people living at least in theory already within the
Abrahamic covenant) we may safely infer contained al
the promises made to Abraham concerning his seed, the
Messiah, and the land (Gen 12:1-3; 17; 22:15-18; Ps
105:6-11). According to the apostle Paul the promise of
the “land” was understood to be far more inclusive than
Canaan.

The promise to Abraham and his descendants,
that they should inherit the world, did not come
through the [works of] law but through the righ-
teousness of faith (Rom 4:13, RSV).

It is also evident that God included in the Sinaitic
covenant the Ten Commandments which He personally
spoke from the mountaintop and inscribed upon tables
of stone (Exod 20; Deut 10:4).

The"“means’ by which God' s people could be saved
from sin and could maintain and grow in their covenant
relationship was provided for in the rites of the sanctu-
ary system. We note: “ The first covenant [Sinaitic cov-
enant] had regulations for worship and an earthly sanc-
tuary” (Heb 9:1, RSV). By means of the sanctuary types,
rituals, and festivals, Israel was taught the same gospel
Christians are now taught (Heb 4:1-2).

Tothissame covenant given at Sinai were evidently
added thecivil statutes (Exod 21-23), various other guide-
linesfor living aholy life (Lev 17-27), and the blessings
and curses/judgments that could be expected according
to thethe national responseto God in the theocratic from
of government Israel wasto live under (cf. Lev 26; Deut
28).

In summary, we may say that for all practical pur-
poses the nation of Israel lived within the
Sinaitic-Abrahamic covenant rel ationship throughout the
remainder of their history as recorded in the OT. In the
NT two views are taken of the Sinaitic arrangement:
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(1) Theapostle Paul surprisingly seestwo covenantshere
(Gdl 4:21-31). Helinksthe Sinaitic covenant with Hagar
and her son Ishmael and the Jewish nation of hisday. He
implies that the true covenant is to be linked with Sarah
and her son |saac Obvioudly, only one covenant was made
at Sinai and not two. The apostle implies that just as
Abraham “perverted” Hagar's role—making Sarah’s
lawful daveinto hiswife so asto obtain an heir by natu-
ral generation, so the nation had perverted the Sinaitic
covenant into asystem of workswhereby it could “earn”
or merit God's salvation. In other words, God properly
renewed His covenant with national Isragl (the descen-
dants of Abraham), but they misused it and saw itsin-
structions—both moral and ritual—as things “to do” to
obtain the desired end. “Faith” lost out (cf. Heb 4:2).

2. Theother NT view of the Sinaitic covenant looks
at it in connection with the promised “new covenant”:
“In gpeaking of a new covenant,” the apostle observes,
“he[God] treatsthefirst [the Sinaitic covenant] as obso-
lete. And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is
ready to vanish away (Heb 8:13). It is this latter aspect
wewishto examinesinceitisreferred to so many times
throughout the document we have under review. The“he’
in the verse just quoted is God who is speaking through
the prophet Jeremiah (Jer 31:31-34; cf. Heb 8:6-13).

The setting for the Jeremiah passage is the first
guarter of the sixth century B.C., just as the nation of
Judah is about to crumble under Babylonian conquest
and captivity. In thisdesperate situation God encourages
the nation to accept the needed discipline, because be-
yond this trial a new age is coming—the Messiah is to
appear, the long-hoped-for Redeemer (cf. Jer 30:1-10;
33:15-16). And with the Messiah’s coming God would
make a new covenant with His people:

But thisisthe covenant which | will makewith
the house of |sradl after those days, saysthe Lord:
I will put my law within them, and | will write it
upontheir hearts; and | will betheir God, and they
shall be my people. And no longer shall each man
teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying,
“know the Lord,” for they shall all know me, from
the least of them to the greatest, saysthe Lord; for
I will forgive their iniquity, and | will remember
their sin no more (Jer 31:33, RSV).

Itisnot possiblein our limited spaceto speak to al
aspects of this promised “new covenant,” that would be
made with Israel when the Christ came. It would indeed
be anew day with His advent—His teaching about God,
His atoning death for sin (not the illustrated atonement
by sacrificial animals, Heb 10:4), His resurrection and

ascension, His priesthood in heaven, the outpouring of
the Holy Spirit with great power. All these aspects tied
to the advent of the Christ would make the new covenant
tremendously successful in the saving of sinners.

However, God had always desired to place Hislaw
within the hearts of His people Israel, and He had been
successful in part (see Ps 37:31; Isa51:7). Grace in the
covenant for the forgiveness of sins had always been
availablethrough faith in the coming Redeemer portrayed
in the rituals of the sanctuary (Heb 9:1; cf. Lev 4:35,
etc.).

As we examine God's promise through Jeremiah
that in the coming new age He would make a“new cov-
enant” with His people, we ask, “What is really new?”’
The great spiritual promises made and preserved in the
Abrahamic-Sinaitic covenant have become the heritage
of Christian believersin covenant with God (see Gal 3.7,
29). But what about the moral law of the Ten Command-
ments? Our document argues that this great code which
defines man’s duties to God and to his fellows goes out
with the “obsolete” old covenant. But that is not what
God said through Jeremiah would happen. Rather, the
Lord promised: “1 will put my law within them, and |
will write it upon their hearts; and | will be their God,
and they shall be my people” (Jer 31:33, RSV).

Godwroteonly onelaw: The Ten Commandments.
The Lord is here contrasting His writing of the precepts
of the Ten Commandments upon tables of stone (an ex-
ternal writing) with a promise to write the same code
upon the heart/mind (an internal writing). “God would
honor His promises. He would make a new covenant,
not new in essence, but new in fulfillment. Hislaw would
bewritten on hearts of flesh” (J. Arthur Thompson, “ Cov-
enant [OT], The International Sandard Bible Encyclo-
pedia, rev., Geoffrey W. Bromiley, ed. [Grand Rapids,
MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1979],
1:792, emphasis added).

God, of course, does not write with pen and ink on
human hearts. This is but a figurative way to state that
the Creator promises by means of the Holy Spirit to im-
plant an internal love within the mind of the believer
that will prompt him or her to obey the divine precepts
of the Decalogue. The Messiah’s own words captures
theidea “1 delight to do thy will, O my God; thy law is
within my heart” (Ps 40:8, RSV). The apostle Paul ex-
plains how thisworks in practical everyday life:

Owe no one anything, except to love one an-
other; for he who loves his neighbor has fulfilled
thelaw. The commandments, “Y ou shall not com-
mit adultery, Y ou shall notkill, Y ou shall not steal,
Y ou shall not covet,” and any other commandment,
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are summed up in this sentence, “You shal love
your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no wrong
to aneighbor; therefore loveisthe fulfilling of the
law (Rom 13:8-10, RSV).

The same is true with our obedience to God. To
love God supremely with all the heart means to serve
Him only, worship Him in a spiritual manner without
idols, to treat His name and person in areverential man-
ner, and to worship Him as the Creator—remembering
His special, memorial day of the Sabbath.

C.JH. Wright has put it this way:

The principle fruit of the Spirit is love, and
love is the fulfilling of the law, especially of the
commandments (Rom 13:8-10); to love God and
one's neighbor as oneself constitute the very es-
sence of the Decalogue as well as the whole Law
and the Prophets. The Decalogue, then, retainsits
theological and moral validity for the Christian
becauseit stands at the heart of the covenant, with
its unambiguous call for obedience as the proof of
love—love that is the grateful response to grace,
which has established that covenant within which
believers dwell securely (“Ten Commandments,”
The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia,
rev., Geoffrey W. Bromiley, ed. [Grand Rapids,
MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
1988], 4:790).

Unfortunately, God could not fulfill the promise
He had made through Jeremiah about the “ new covenant”
inthe manner He had desired. Onthemorning of Christ’s
trial before Pilate the national |eadership of Isragl re-
jected the Covenant-maker Himself (John 19:5). As a
result Israel’s national role as God's agents to convey
Histruth to theworld wastransferred to the Church (Matt
21:43; 1 Pet 2:2-9). The Church, composed of both Jew
and Gentile believersin Christ, became the new | srael—
spiritual Israel—in God' s plan (Gal 6:15-16) and thein-
heritor of the divine promises (Gal 3:26-29).

The covenant was renewed with the Church—this
“remnant” of Israel (Rom 11:5)—in the persons of
Christ’ sdisciples at the time He instituted the Commun-
ion Supper. His death, which occurred the next day, rati-
fied in this manner the “new covenant” (“Thiscup isthe
new covenant in my blood,” 1 Cor 11:25, RSV). Thus,
Jesus became the Mediator of the “new covenant,” as
God foretold by Jeremiah (cf. Heb 8:6-13).

The basic change between the Abrahamic/Sinaitic
covenant formulated at Sinai and the “new covenant”

predicted by Jeremiah lies in the third element of the
covenant arrangement: the covenant means. With the
coming of Christ there is a shift from the ritual typesto
the antitype—to Jesus Christ Himself. The ritual means
of the tabernacle/templ e sanctuaries by which the people
had been taught the gospdl ceasesitsforeshadowing func-
tion. The civil laws of the theocracy naturally terminate
with the collapse of the nation. But the moral law of the
Ten Commandments, defining man’s duty to God and
man, is by its nature permanent. It remains an essential
part of the new covenant. And its fourth precept is as
valid as any of its other nine precepts.

Summary. It is afalse presupposition to hold that
when the advent of Christ rendered the Sinaitic covenant
obsolete, it rendered the Ten Commandments—includ-
ing the Sabbath precept—obsolete. The testimony of
Jeremiah’s prediction of the “new covenant” (Jer
31:31-34) and Hebrews agreement (Heb 8:6-13) deny
that position. According to these passagesthe Decal ogue
which was a part of the covenant made at Sinai remains
an essential part of the “new covenant.” God has not
changed, neither have the Ten Commandments. Rather,
God promises in the new situation brought about by
Christ's coming, His atoning death, resurrection, and
priesthood—and thefuller operation of the Holy Spirit—
to succeed in implanting the teachings of the Ten Com-
mandments deep within the believer's heart so that the
impul se to obedience will come from within. The Sab-
bath precept is an important part of the “new covenant.”

5. The nature of the Sabbath. Does the obser-
vance of the Sabbath embody a permanent, moral truth
or isit simply atemporary type foreshadowing the rest
of gracein Christ? Only two passages can be adduced to
support the shadow-type notion: Colossians 2:14-17 and
Hebrews 4:1-11. Thefirst is questionable; the second is
misinterpreted. Furthermore, it isnecessary to nullify the
historical record of Genesis 2:1-3 which portrays God
the Son’s ingtituting the Sabbath by His own rest and
His acts of blessing and hallowing the seventh day as a
Sabbath rest for His human creation. We will examine
this passage in more detail later.

Summary. Since the Sabbath was ingtituted at the
close of Creation week, it is not a shadow-type of any-
thing. Rather, it is a permanent truth and obligation that
binds the dependent human creation to the Creator and
Sustainer in aloving bond.
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Some Passages Examined

Genesis 2:1-3; Exodus 20:8-11; Mark 2:27

Thus the heavens and the earth were finished,
and al the host of them. And on the seventh day
God finished his work which he had done, and he
rested on the seventh day from all hiswork which
he had done. So God blessed the seventh day and
hallowed it, because on it God rested from al his
work which he had done in creation (Gen 2:1-3,
RSV).

In spite of the clarity of this passage the authors of
our document deny that it sets forth a divinely initiated
observance of the Sabbath for the human family. Say the
objectors: It does not say humans rested or were told to
follow God's example to rest. It does not say that God
created the Sabbath. And it is argued that the text is so
vague we cannot be sure if God blessed only the seventh
day of Creation week or every seventh day thereafter.
And if it were the latter, we are not told anything about
how it was to be kept, etc. (p. 2).

Thiskind of reasoning is due to reading an eastern
Book with western eyeglasses! For all practical purposes
the Bible can be understood by persons from any cul-
ture. But it is out of place to demand that the written
Word supply al the details on a given point which a
western mind-set might desire. The passage is clear in
itself if we will accept its obvious intent and thrust. In
responseto the document’ sdenial that Genesis2:1-3 sets
out aseventh-day Sabbath observance for the human fam-
ily, wewill examine what other Scriptures say about the
origin of the Sabbath.

1. The NT states that Jesus Christ, as God the Son,
functioned asthe active agent in the creation of thisearth.

Through whom [the Son] also he [God] cre-
ated the world (Heb 1:2, RSV).

For in him[Christ] al things were created, in
heaven and on earth, visibleandinvisible, whether
thrones or dominions or principalities or authori-
ties—all things were created through him and for
him. He is before al things, and in him all things
hold together (Col 1:16-17, RSV).

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God. Hewasin
the beginning with God; all things were made
through him, and without him was not anything
made that was made. . . . Hewasin theworld, and
the world was made through him, yet the world
knew himnot. . . . And the Word became flesh and

dwelt among us, . . . we have beheld his glory,
glory as of the only Son from the Father (John
1:1-3, 10, 14, RSV).

God the Son “finished hiswork” and “rested on the
seventh day from all his work which he had done.” It
was, therefore, Christ who “blessed the seventh day and
hallowed it.”

2. Verse 3 explains why Christ made the seventh
day into a holy day for sacred usage. “ So God [God the
Son] blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because
(Ki) on it God rested from al his work which he had
done in creation.”

In this instance, Ki is being used as a causal con-
junction with the causal sentence following. The mean-
ing may be seen more clearly if the clauses are reversed
intheir sequence: Because [ God the Son] rested from all
his work which he had done in creation, [He] blessed
the seventh day and hallowed it.” Obviously, as the
omnipotent Creator, Christ did not rest on the seventh
day of creation week due to weariness. His resting pro-
vides the reason why He placed a blessing upon the sev-
enth day and why He sanctified or dedicated it to a holy
use.

The context of Genesis 1-2 makes it abundantly
clear that the Creator’ s objective was to bring into exist-
ence the human family. The Creator acted on the first
fivedaysand part of the sixth to provide asuitable, physi-
cal environment for the first couple and their potential
descendants. When Christ blessed Adam and Eve and
entrusted to them the dominion of the earth—telling them
to befruitful andtofill the earth and subdueit—Hiswords
extended to all their descendants. In like manner Christ
provided for humanity’ s spiritual needswhen He blessed
the seventh-day Sabbath and set it apart for a holy use
(the plain sense of the verb, “to hallow/sanctify”). His
own resting on the Sabbath would clearly imply adivine
exampleto befollowed by Hisintelligent creatures, even
as His personal baptism centuries later implied the pat-
tern His followers were to copy.

To argue that Christ’s blessing and sanctifying do
not mean the same thing as “creating”—("It does not
say God created the Sabbath,” p. 2)—issimply to quibble
over semantics. The blessing of the seventh day and the
setting it apart was as much a creative act as was the
speaking of something into existence. Neither existed
before the Creator acted.

3. Although the account in Genesis 2 does hot end
with theusual formula, “there was evening and therewas
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morning,” (RSV), the passage definitely declares that
God the Son blessed and consecrated the seventh day of
creation week. There is not the dlightest hint that this
seventh “day” is any different in length or in form from
the other six or that it signified asymbolic day with some
kind of open-ended meaning. The fourth precept of the
Decalogue makes clear:

Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.
Six daysyou shall labor, and do all your work; but
the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your
God; . . . for [Ki] insix daysthe Lord made heaven
and earth, the seg, and all that isin them, and rested
the seventh day; therefore [ 4-ken, introduces a
statement of fact, Brown, Driver, Briggs, 487] the
L ord blessed the sabbath day and hallowed it (Exod
20:8-11, RSV).

It issimply a case of reading into the text to argue
that the creation Sabbath is in some manner different
from the Sabbath of the Ten Commandments. Both the
historical record (Gen 2:1-3) and the fourth precept of
the Ten Commandments (Exod 20:8-11) speak of the
same event which took place on the seventh day of Cre-
ation week: the divine instituting of the Sabbath.

4. The Creator, God the Son, hasHimself informed
us for whom the Sabbath was blessed and consecrated.
As the incarnate God, He declared, “The sabbath was
made for man” (Mark 2:27, RSV). Literally, He says, it
was made for the man. Jesus spoke Aramaic, but Mark
under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit understood Jesus
to mean mankind in general and thus employed the “ge-
neric” article “the” to denote “man” as a class or group
(cf. Danaand Mantey, 144).

If the observance of the Sabbath had originated in
Judaism, Christ would simply have said to His contem-
poraries. “The Sabbath was made for you,” or “Moses
gave you the Sabbath,” or some similar expression. The
point we wish to make here is this: The Creator never
blessed and consecrated the Sabbath for the sake of the
Deity. Christ makesit clear beyond all quibbling that the
Sabbath was made for the sake of or on account of (dia
ton anthr Cpon) of mankind. Christ’ swordsimmediately
explain why the Sabbath was brought into existence: like
everything else Christ made in Creation week, the Sab-
bath too was made for man’ s blessing and happiness.

But the objection is made, “ Jesus did not say when
the Sabbath came into existence. Nothing in the context
indicates that Jesus was alluding to creation week” (p.
10). Furthermore, it isadded that in Mark 2:27 Jesus did
not use the word for “create.” Rather, He used the word
egeneto (the aorist tense of ginomai) “which is usually

trandated "became.’ ” (p. 10). Itisargued that “thisword
does not alude to the creation account (the Septuagint
does not use egeneto in Genesis 2:2-3), etc.” (p. 10, n.
16). But this objection does not tell al the facts. We note
the following biblical data:

a. Jesus Christ, who said, “ The sabbath was made
for man,” isthe Creator Himself. Asthe active Creator,
He surely knew when the Sabbath was blessed and con-
secrated. Both the historical record (Genesis 2) and the
fourth precept of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20)lo-
cate the Sabbath’s origin at the close of creation week.
To say that the Creator did not know when the Sabbath
came into existence is to opt for willful ignorance.

b. Egeneto (ginomai, is its present tense, lexica
form) isagood creation word. Theterm isfreely usedin
the NT account portraying Christ as Creator:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God. Hewasin
the beginning with God; all things were made
[egeneto, “became’] through him, and without him
was not anything made [egeneto, “became’] that
was made[gegonen, “became’]. . . . Hewasinthe
world, and the world was made [egeneto, “be-
came’] through him, yet the world knew him not
(John 1:1-3, 10, RSV).

Whileitistruethat the Greek verb ginomai carries
the general idea*“to become,” it is obvious from the pas-
sage cited above that its range of nuances also contains
theideas of “being made, created, be established” (Arndt
and Gingrich, “Ginomai,” 157-159).

If the apostle John could speak of Christ’s creative
activity at the creation of this world by using the verb
ginomai, how can it be argued that ginomai could not
possibly link the Sabbath in Mark 2:27 with the creation
of this earth just because the Septuagint (third-second
century B.C. trand ation of the Hebrew Bibleinto Greek)
doesnot usethat particular verb initstrandation of Gen-
esis 2:2-3. This is overstraining the employment of a
particular word. The argument is without weight in the
light of John 1.

But the fact is, the Septuagint does indeed use the
verb ginomai as a Creation term in another passage:

By the word of the Lord the heavens were
made, and all their host by the breath of his
mouth. . . . For he spoke, and it came to be
[ginomai]; he commanded, and it stood forth (Ps
33:6-9; Septuagint Ps 32:6-9)

c. The generic use of “man” (ton anthr gpon) indi-
cates that the Sabbath was made for al mankind, as we
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have already observed. Since Jesus wordsaregivenina
past tense (“was made”), only two times can qualify for
the “when” of the Sabbath’s origin: (1) at the close of
Creation week, or (2) just before Israel reached Sinai in
their flight from Egypt (Exod 16). Since Christ could
have said the Sabbath was made for the sake of Isragl,
but actually said for the sake of mankind, the implica-
tion is clear that the origin of the Sabbath must be seen
in Christ’s acts of blessing and consecrating of the sev-
enth day at the close of Creation week.

5. Near the close of their document the authors do
admit that “the Sabbath was indeed a memorial of cre-
ation” (p. 21). But a memorial of this kind—a special
day—is not of much benefit unless it is observed (cf.
Jesus’ request about observing the Communion Supper,
Luke22:19, NRSV; 1 Cor 11:24-26, RSV). But the func-
tion of the Sabbath as a memoria of creation is not the
authors' real interest at al, as may be seen by their next
sentence: “ The Sabbath was indeed a memoria of Cre-
ation. And it foreshadowed and pointed to our salvation
in Christ” (p. 21, emphasis added).

Hereisthereal reason why the authors of our docu-
ment deny that Genesis 2:1-3 sets forth the observance
of the Sabbath as a creation command. It is not difficult
to see. If the seventh-day Sabbath was divinely blessed
and set apart for a day of spiritual rest for mankind in
Eden before the entrance of sin, then the permanence of
its observance is not only assured, but also the Sabbath
can never be employed as a shadow-type to point us “to
our salvation in Christ” (p. 21). No sin existed in Eden,
nor did the Creator intend that it should.

It is unfortunate that the authors of our document,
in effect, pit Christ the Saviour against Christ the Cre-
ator. The conflict is of their own devising; none existsin
the biblical data.

Summary. The historical record of the blessing and
consecrating of the Sabbath for the sake of mankind by
Christ at Creation, and the divine placement of thefourth
precept within the Decalogue, demonstrates that the ob-
servance of the Sabbath was instituted before the Fall
(Gen 2:1-3; John 1:1-3, 10; Mark 2:27). It forever me-
morializes Christ’s creative activity and keepsthe Deity
ever at the center of human worship and dependence.
The Sabbath existed in Eden before the entrance of sin;
consequently its primary function could never be that of
a shadow-type. If the Fall had never occurred, the Sab-
bath would still have functioned to bond the intelligent
creation to their Cresator.

Acts 15:1-32
In this passage Luke records the discussion and
position which the leaders of the apostolic church took

in order to preserve unity between Christian Jews and
Christian Gentiles. The authors of our document inter-
pret the meaning of this council as follows:

When the early Church met to decide whether
Gentile converts should keep the “law of Moses’
(Acts 15:5), pre-Sinai commands given through
Moseswould have been considered part of the* law
of Moses.” The Torah of Moses included not just
sacrifices, but al the other regulations that Moses
wrote about, whether before Sinai or after. “ The
law of Moses” is not required for Christians to-
day. Peter said that those regulations were an un-
bearable yoke (Acts 15:10) and were not required
for gentiles (verses 28-29). (p. 3, emphasis added).

As the reader can see, our authors have taken the
same approach toward “the law of Moses’ as they have
taken toward the Sinai covenant. Since “the law of
Moses’ or the “Torah of Moses” contains the first five
books of the Bible (the Pentateuch) which includes the
moral law of the Ten Commandments, and sincethe early
Church is alleged to have voted to drop its teachingsin
toto, Christians are no longer obligated to observe the
Sabbath, the fourth precept of the Ten Commandments.
But neither Jesus nor the apostles ever took such a nar-
row approach to the Pentateuch, the very heart of the
Scriptures entrusted to His people (Rom 3:1-2). Just what
did the Jerusalem council decide?

The“law of Moses” simply means, in the Hebrew
thought pattern, “the writings of Moses.” It is quite cor-
rect to say that not everything M osesrecorded originated
with him (cf. John 7:22). Naturally, Moses recorded the
Ten Commandments in his manuscripts which God had
spoken and written on stone, aswell asall the other guide-
lines given for his people: moral, ritual, civil, etc. The
problem is that our authors resist the evidence that the
instructions which Moses wrote down are of different
kinds—some having only atemporary “life span,” asit
were, while others were of permanent value and have
become the heritage of the Christian faith.

What wasthe problem that the early church wrestled
with when Gentiles began to flood the Christian ranks at
the sametime many from the Jewish priesthood and from
the sect of the Pharisees were also joining (Acts 6:7;
15:5)? 1t would appear that personsfrom thislatter group
in Jerusalem visited the largely Gentile congregation in
Antioch, Syria, and stunned these new believerswith the
assertion, “Unless you are circumcised according to the
custom of Moses, you cannot besaved” (Acts15:1, RSV).
Later, in the council, they were to reassert the same po-
sition: “It is necessary to circumcise them, and to charge



A Reply to “What Do the Scriptures Say About the Sabbath”

Page 13

them [the Gentiles] to keep thelaw of Moses” (Acts15:5,
RSV).

Now, what were these Jewish Christians talking
about when in this instance they referred to “the law of
Moses’ ? They certainly were not arguing that the church
should impose Israel’ s civil laws on these converts! Nor
were they asserting that the church should teach them
the importance of the Ten Commandments. No Gentile
Christian would have objected to that. It isplain—inthis
context—that the expression, “the law of Moses’ desig-
nated the instructions relating to the ritual practices and
circumcision.

In hisletter to the Ephesiansthe apostle Paul clearly
indicates what aspects of the writings of Moses these
Judaizing Christians had in mind—and what the Gentile
Christians were resisting:

But now in Christ Jesus you [Gentiles] who
formerly were far off have been brought near by
the blood of Christ. For He Himself is our peace,
who made both groups [Jews and Gentiles] into
one, and broke down the barrier of the dividing
wall, by abolishing in His flesh the enmity, which
is the Law of commandments contained in ordi-
nances, that in Himself He might make the two
into one new man, thus establishing peace (Eph
2:13-15, NASB).

The “Law of commandments contained in ordi-
nances’ is not a reference to the Ten Commandments,
the divine mora law. Rather, it designates the ritua or
ceremonia “law” of the sacrificial system (cf. Heb 10:1)
asit cameto be added to by the rabbisand perverted into
a system of works. It was this misused ritual system,
represented in sum by therite of circumcision, that built
awall and shut out the Gentile from the Jew.

God had ordained the ritual system to teach His
peoplethe gospel (Heb 4:1-2), but Judai sm perverted the
system into one of works and added so many rabbinical
rules and interpretations asto make it ayoke which “we
have not been ableto bear,” the apostle Peter exclaimed
in the council (Acts 15:10, RSV). The apostle was not
charging God with imposing a harsh system of worship
upon the Jews. Heis speaking in terms of what the sys-
tem came to be under the distortions of the “traditions of
the elders’ (cf. Matt 15:1-9).

Concerning “the Law of the commandments con-
tained in ordinances” which Christ “abolished” by His
death, W. G. Blaikie writes:

“Inordinances’ limits[defines] thelaw of com-
mandments. The law abolished or superseded by

Christ was the law of positive requirements em-
bodied in things decreed, evidently the ceremo-
nial law of the Jews, certainly not the moral law
(seeRom. iii.31). By removing this, Jesusremoved
that which had become the occasion of bitter feel-
ings between Jew and Gentile; the Jew looking
down proudly on the Gentile, and the Gentile de-
spising what he deemed the fantastic rites of the
Jews (“ Exposition,” Pulpit Commentary, new edi-
tion [Chicago: Wilcox & Follet Company, Pub-
lishers, nd], 46:65).

It is clear than that the Jerusalem council had to
decide how Gentile Christians should relate to the Jew-
ish ritual system and to the rite of circumcision which
had becomeits sign. The perverted ritual system wasthe
barrier which separated the two groups.

Actually, when the Judaizing Chrigtians at the coun-
cil insisted that Gentile Christians would have to be cir-
cumcised and would have to observe the Mosaic cer-
emonial regulations (Acts 15:1, 5), they posed two prob-
lems: one somewhat hidden, the other prominent. The
hidden agenda concerned the question: How is a person
saved?|she saved by merely obeying God' sinstructions
(moral, ritual, civil, etc.)—and thus meriting salvation,
or is salvation obtained as a gift through faith in Christ
(cf. Gal 2:16). The visible agenda was whether Gentiles
had first to become acceptabl e Jews—being circumcised
and observing therites—beforetheir faithin Christ could
save them (cf. Acts 15:1).

The apostle Peter resolved these problems before
the council by observing that the Holy Spirit had already
settled these matters in the conversion of the centurion
Cornélius, his kinsmen and friends—all uncircumcised
Gentiles who did not observe the ritual s/festivals of the
Temple worship. Peter argued that God saved these be-
lieving Gentiles (evidenced by the outpouring of His
Spirit) solely on the basis of His grace and their faith:

And God who knows the heart bore withessto
them, giving them the Holy Spirit just ashedid to
us; and he made no distinction between us and
them, but cleansed their hearts by faith. ... But
we believethat we shall be saved through the grace
of the Lord Jesus, just as they will (Acts 15:8-11,
RSV).

The conversion of this group of Gentiles clearly
demonstrated that circumcision and the rituals were ex-
ternal matters of the biblical religion, that salvation was
not earned or merited by simply observing them, and it
implied that with the arrival of the Messiah the types of
the ritual system had met their objective or antitype in
Him.
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Onthe basis of this event and on the basis of Scrip-
ture which had foretold the coming of the Gentiles to
God, James led the council to the decision not to impose
circumcision or the ritual observances upon the incom-
ing Gentile Christians (Acts 15:13-19, 38). However, in
order to facilitate church unity and to make table fellow-
ship possible between these diverse groups, the Gentile
converts were asked to abstain from four things (Acts
15:28-29): (1) eating food that had been previously dedi-
catedtoidols; (2) eating animal blood; (3) eating theflesh
of astrangled animal; and (4) immorality.

In regard to item (1) a Jew would consider the eat-
ing of such food astantamount to the worship of theidol.
Items (2) and (3) are similar. The prohibition against the
eating of blood antedatesthe nation of I srael having been
imposed by God after the Flood when permission to eat
animal flesh was first given (Gen 9:4). The blood of a
strangled animal would have remained in its flesh. It is
evident, from the many references in the letters of Paul
in which sexual immorality is touched on, why empha-
sis on moral purity needed to be made in item (4). The
morality of the Roman-Greek world was quite loose.

Summary. The biblical data clearly indicates that
the leaders in thisimportant council made no attempt to
define the doctrines of the Christian faith, nor is there
the dightest evidencethat they disposed of the Ten Com-
mandments or any of its precepts. The discussion dealt
with the status of the ritual system and whether the Gen-
tile converts were obligated to observe its rituals in or-
der to be saved.

However, the leaders did leave open an unspoken
guestion as to whether Jewish Christians were under
continued obligationto theritual system. Thiswasatime
of transition, and it was difficult for Jewish Christiansto
shed at once the typical system, although its function
was no longer needed (cf. Acts 21:20-25).The destruc-
tion of the Templein A.D. 70 settled thisissue.

Romans 14:5-6, 22-23

Romans 14 forms part of the apostle Paul’ s general
counselsto the Chrigtiansin the city of Rome (chs. 12-16),
following his more formal theological presentation. The
verses under discussion read as follows:

One man esteems one day as better than an-
other, while another man esteems all days alike.
Let every onebe fully convinced in hisown mind.
He who observes the day, observesit in honor of
theLord. . . . Thefaiththat you have, keep between
yourself and God; happy is he who has no reason
to judge himself for what he approves. . .. for

whatever does not proceed from faith is sin (vss.
5-6, 22-23, RSV).

The authors of our document apply this passage to
the seventh-day Sabbath in connection with what they
perceive to be Jesus' attitude toward the Sabbath:

Throughout these Sabbath incidents, Jesuslib-
eraized the standards. Herepeatedly did thingsthat
could have waited until sundown. He boldly
claimed to have authority to work on the Sabbath.
That isonereason why many Christians concluded
that the Sabbath isno longer required. Other Chris-
tians, who are al so committed to God conclude that
they should keep the Sabbath, although not as
strictly as the Pharisees did. They are welcome to
their opinions provided they do not judge others
on thistopic.

Every Christian should befully convinced, liv-
ing every day to the Lord, seeking to be led by the
Holy Spirit. If peoplethink that theday isrequired,
thentothemitisrequired. If peoplethink that they
have freedom in this matter, then Christ expects
them to act responsibly with that freedom. What-
ever is not done in faith is sin (p. 13, emphasis
added).

Romans 14 issketchy. Wewish Paul had said more,
or had inserted a few footnotes! But there really is no
evidence that the apostle is here discussing
Sabbatarianism (vss. 5-6). This ideais being read into
the passage by our authors.

The NT notes in some detail two problems that af -
fected Gentile Christians especially. Romans 14 seems
toaludeto these. Thefirst problem related to eating food
from which a portion had been presented to anidol. Was
it proper to eat, or was it to be regarded as unclean and
unfit for Christian consumption (cf. Rom 14:1-4, 14-23;
1 Cor 8; 10:14-33)? The second problem concerned
whether Gentile Christians were obligated to be circum-
cised and to practice theritual system?

As we have seen in the previous discussion, the
Jerusalem council asked Gentile convertsto refrain from
eating any food that had be dedicated to an idol since
Jewish Christians would regard such eating as an act of
idol worship. But it was soon discovered that in other
lands of the Roman Empire outside Palestine this was
difficult to implement. The carcasses of thousands of
animals sacrificed in pagan temples ended up on the open
market and were sold asfood to the popul ace. What was
a Christian to do who had to depend on the public mar-
ket for his daily food? The apostle's practical answer
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was, “Eat whatever is sold in the meat market without
raising any question on the ground of conscience” (1 Cor
10:25, RSV), since“anidol hasnoreal existence” (1 Cor
8:4, RSV) and the believer’s purchase in the open mar-
ket would probably not cause anyone to stumble over
his example.

With regard to the second problem, aswe have seen,
the Jerusalem council did not see fit to impose the Jew-
ish ritual system upon the Gentile converts; however,
nothing was said about Jewish Christian practice.

Now, if we move from Palestine to the Christian
congregations scattered throughout the Roman Empire,
we can see at once the situation that the council’ s* double
standard” created regarding the observance of “days’
which Romans 14 aludes to.

These congregations of Christians were composed
of both Jews and Gentiles. Perhaps the Day of Pentecost
arrives or the season for celebrating the Feast of Taber-
nacles. The Jewish Christian with his background and
habitsfeelsthe need to commemorate these special days.
His Gentile brother on the other hand has no convictions
on these matters. Criticism begins. The Christian Jew
condemns the Christian Gentile for his nonobservance
of these important days; the latter respondsin kind, see-
ing no valuein ritesthat are passé. The result: bickering
and contention—and divided churches. The problem of
internecine criticism is the burden of Romans 14:

Why do you pass judgment on your brother?
Or you, why do you despiseyour brother?. . . Then
let us no more pass judgment on one another, but
rather decide never to put a stumbling block or
hindrance in the way of a brother (vss. 10-13,
RSV).

This passage in Romans 14:5-6 is referring to the
variousritual daysof the ceremonial system. The Jerusa-
lem council had not imposed the observance of the vari-
ous holy days of the system upon the Gentile converts
and it was| eft to Jewish convertsto do what they pleased
in this regard. Each member could make his own deci-
sion. But the observance of the Sabbath of the Ten Com-
mandments is not a debatable issue. No believer in the
true God is left to decide whether he will or will not
observe the day Christ blessed and hallowed for His
people—and at the same time to expect God' s approval
if he tramples it underfoot.

The fourth precept is rooted in creation. The dis-
tinction between the creature and Christ the Creator can-
not be obliterated. We repeat: the basis for all human
worship of God isthe fundamental fact that the Deity is

the Creator, and we are His creatures. On this basis we
owe the Deity our love, allegiance, and obedience. As
long as the fact remains that God the Son created us, the
command to “remember the Sabbath to keep it holy,”
will remain in force, for it is the memorial of that cre-
ation—of our specific origin at the hand of God the Son.

Summary. The weight of the biblical evidencein-
dicates that Romans 14:5-6 is referring to the various
special daysof the ceremonial system and not to the Sab-
bath of the Ten Commandments. In the transition period
fromtheritual systemtofaithintheactua eventsbrought
about by Christ’slife and death, the matter of continued
observance of the system’ svarious holy days was|eft to
individual preference.

Colossians 2:14-17

This passage is cited by the authors of our docu-
ment not only as an argument against Christian obser-
vance of the Sabbath, but as proof that the day was in-
tended to be a shadow-type of salvation in Christ. Note
the following statements:

If we want to know what Paul himself taught
about the Sabbath, we must turn to the only place
the word “Sabbath” is used in his epistles—
Colossians 2:16-17: “ Therefore do not let anyone
judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard
to areligiousfestival, aNew Moon celebration or
a Sabbath day. These are a shadow of the things
that were to come; the reality, however, is found
in Christ” (NIV) (p. 16).

Christ’s death had changed something about
the Christian’ sapproach to the Sabbath. Christians
were not to be judged by anyone regarding the
Sabbath (p. 16).

The Sabbath, festivals, new moons and the
entire Jewish calendar were a“ shadow” of things
to come. They were foreshadows—predictive
shadows symbolizing things to come (p. 16).

The contrast between “shadow” and “reality”
isfound also in Hebrews 10:1—the sacrificial laws
were a shadow of good things that were coming
(same Greek word and tenseasin Colossians 2:17),
not thereality. Just asthe sacrificeswere shadows
that pointed to Christ and wer e superseded by him,
the old covenant wor ship days were also shadows
that pointed to Christ (p. 16, emphasis added).
The Sabbath isaforeshadow of salvationin Christ.
Inthisway, the most important doctrine of the new
covenant (Christ) isincluded withinthe Ten Com-
mandments (p. 16, fn. 22).

The observant reader will notice that the authors of
our document have now restricted their biblical author-
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ity tothe Paulineletters, that is, to asingle passagein his
letter to the Colossians. Furthermore, they have chosen
to citethe NIV, adynamic trand ation, whose translators
have capitalized “Sabbath” to indicate their interpreta-
tion of the Greek word to mean the seventh-day Sab-
bath. But the Greek text does not capitalize words as
English does. Since our authors suggest that the passage
be read in its context, we will start with verse 14, em-
ploying a more neutral, formal tranglation:

Having wiped out the handwriting of require-
ments [cheirographon tois dogmasin] that was
against us, which was contrary to us. And He has
takenit out of theway, having nailed it to the cross.
Having disarmed principalities and powers, He
made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over
them in it. So let no one judge you in food or in
drink, or regarding a festival or a new moon or
sabbaths, which are a shadow of things to come,
but the substanceisof Christ (Col 2:14-17, NKJV).

Since “three-fifths of Colossians is reflected in
Ephesians’ (Goodspeed), we heed only to compare this
passage with its parallel in Ephesiansto accurately iden-
tify “the handwriting of requirements (dogma, “ordi-
nance').” In the parallel Paul designates the same body
of instruction as “the Law of commandments contained
in ordinances (dogma, “ordinance,” Eph 2:15, NASB).”

In Ephesians the apostle describes this body of or-
dinances as forming a barrier or dividing wall between
Jew and Gentile, abarrier which Christ abolished by His
death on the cross (Eph 2:16). In Colossians similar lan-
guage is used of this same body of ordinances: Christ
“wiped out” these ordinances (dogma) which were
“against us,” “contrary to us’ [like the barrier wall of
Ephesians] and “nailed” them to His cross, asit were.

In Colossians 2:16 Paul lists some of these ordi-
nances asthey related to eating/drinking, ritual festivals,
and new moon festivals. These heidentifiesas*ashadow
of thingsto come” (Col 2:17). The body of instructionin
the Maosaic writings which dealt with shadow types is
clearly identified as the ritual or sacrificial instruction:

For since the law has but a shadow of the good
things to come instead of the true form of these
realities, it can never, by the same sacrificeswhich
are continually offered year after year, make per-
fect those who draw near (Heb 10:1, RSV).

It is important to note what the apostle Paul is not
saying inthesethree passages (Eph 2:15-16; Col 2:14-17;
Heb 10:1). He is not saying that Christ “abolished” or

“wiped out,” or “nailed” to Hiscrossthe Ten Command-
ments, or any part of the Decalogue as though the Ten
Commandments formed a barrier wall between Jew and
Gentle, or that the Ten Commandments are against the
believer and contrary to him. For the apostle Paul, the
Decalogue was “holy and just and good” (Rom 7:12).

Theapostleisnot even saying that Christ abolished
and nailed to His crossthe Abrahamic-Sinaitic covenants
as a “package.” Rather, the apostle’s focus is upon the
ritual or ceremonial system of rites and festivalsthat had
originally been designed to teach and to foreshadow the
gospel realities. However, the ceremonial system—nbur-
dened with unauthorized rabbinical requirements and
perverted into a system of works—not only separated
the Jew from the Gentile but also became a heavy bur-
den to the Jews themselves—results God never intended.
It was this ritual system that Christ’s atoning death
brought to an end.

Theprophecy of Danid 9:24-27, which foretold the
time of the appearing of the Messiah and His atoning
death, aso foretold that He would “ bring an end to sacri-
fice and offering” (vs. 27, NKJV). Animal blood could
never atone for sin (Heb 10:4), but it wasused in aritual
way to foreshadow the Saviour’ s death. But once Christ
makesthe supreme sacrificefor sin (Heb 9:26), theritual
system ceases to have any more meaning. Heaven signi-
fied this fact by causing the great veil of the Temple to
tear from top to bottom at the moment of Christ’s death
(see Matt 27:50-51; Luke 23:45). From this point on the
entire sacrificial systemwithitsritesand ceremoniesand
festivals no longer had a foreshadowing function for
God's people. Type met its antitype in Jesus Christ.

But what about the Sabbath? Didn’t Paul include
the Sabbath in hisidentification of this body of instruc-
tion that Christ “wiped out” and “nailed” to His cross
(Col 2:14-17)? L et usobserve again what the apostle says.
Since Christ “abolished” the ritual system, Paul notes
some practical results:

So let no one judge you in food [brosis, “ eat-
ing’] or indrink [posis, “drinking”], or regarding
afestival [heorté, “feast”] or a new moon [neomé
nia, celebrated as a festival] or sabbaths
[sabbaton], which are a shadow of thingsto come,
but the substance is of Christ (Col 2:16, NKJV).

Asour authors have pointed out, the key for identi-
fying these items, which no longer concern believers, is
theword “shadow.” Aswe have observed earlier, Paul is
speaking in this context about the fact that Christ has
brought an end to theritua instructionsdealing with types
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and shadows. Thus, all the listed itemsin verse 16 must
be seen as “ shadows” pointing forward to the gospel re-
alities which found fulfillment in Christ.

Theterms (trandated “food” and “drinking”) refer
to typical eating and drinking and not to the dietary laws
of clean and unclean flesh which date back to Noah's
time (cf. Gen 7:1-3) and which had no foreshadowing
quality. Thelsraglitesengaged in typical eating and drink-
ing when they participated in the Passover meal, the com-
munal meals accompanying every peace offering sacri-
fice, and in the meals eaten in connection with the other
festivals.

The festivals, such as the Feast of Unleavened
Bread, Pentecost, Blowing of Trumpets, Feast of Taber-
nacles, and new moon feasts, were also special times
when Israel gathered together in ceremonial worship.

It isevident, therefore, that the “ sabbaths” or “ sab-
bath” Paul mentionsin this list must likewise belong to
the ritua instruction of the shadow types. Y es, says our
authors. But the question is whether the apostle isrefer-
ring to the seventh-day Sabbath—blessed and hallowed
by God the Son at creation (Gen 2:1-3; Exod 20:8-11;
Mark 2:27) or whether heisreferring to the seven cer-
emonial or annual sabbathsthat were celebrated in con-
nection with the various festivals?

In thisdiscussion it should be noted that the Greek
word for “ sabbath” inthisverse appearsinitsplura form.
However, thisparticular word initsplura formmay have
either a plural or a singular sense. Thus some versions
will tranglate the term as “sabbaths,” while other trans-
lators opt for the singular sense, “ sabbath.” Be that asit
may, there is no coercive evidence that Paul did not in-
tend aplural sensehere. Butin either case, thereal mean-
ing of theterm isrendered by the defining word “ shadow”
invs. 17.

We now can see why our authors go to such ex-
treme lengths to deny that Genesis 2:1-3 presents a Di-
vine ingtituting of the Sabbath for the human family. If
the Sabbath wasinstituted at Creation beforethe entrance
of sin, it could never function asa shadow-type. It would
aways have its function in a sinless world—or later in
the sin situation—of pointing the believer to his Creator
and back to creation.

It is evident from our study of Genesis 2:1-3 that
Christ, the Creator, never intended for the observance of
the Sabbath to have a foreshadowing function. Such a
concept would have had no meaning in a sinless world.
The sacrificial system with itstypes, symbols, and shad-
ows was instituted after the Fall to inspire sinners with
hopein acoming Redeemer. But eveninthesin-situation,
the Sabbath did not function to point to a coming Re-

deemer. Its purpose wasto draw the believer into an ever
closer bond of dependence on the Creator and to keep
the distinction between the believer and the Creator.

Wehave earlier examined the data of Genesis2:1-3;
Exodus20:8-11, and Mark 2:27, anditisclear that Chrigt,
our Creator, established the observance of the Sabbath
at Creation before the entrance of sin. The Sabbath is
indeed a Creation ingtitution “made for mankind” (Mark
2:27). Consequently, the “sabbaths’ or “sabbath” of
Colossians 2:16 must refer to the seven annual, ritua
sabbaths which were observed in connection with the
festivals: the first and last days of the Feast of Unleav-
ened Bread (Lev 23:7-8); the day of Pentecost (Lev
23:21); blowing of trumpets—New Year's day (Lev
23:24); the Day of Atonement (Lev 23:27, 32); and the
first and eighth days of the Feast of Tabernacles (Lev
23:39). Like any fixed holiday, these ritual holy convo-
cation rest days fell on different days of the week each
year. They were observed just like a seventh-day Sab-
bath: from sunset to sunset, by religiousworship, and by
abstention from the worshipers regular employment.

Observers of the seventh-day Sabbath are not the
only oneswho have recognized the ritual nature of these
“sabbath(s)” mentioned in Colossians 2:16. The
well-known Presbyterian scholar, Albert Barnes, has
noted:

The word sabbath in the Old Testament is ap-
plied not only to the seventh day, but to all the
days of holy rest that were observed by the He-
brews, and particularly to the beginning and close
of their festivals. There is, doubtless, reference to
those daysin thisplace[Col 2:16]. . .. The use of
the term in the plural number, and the connection,
show that he had his eye on the great number of
days which were observed by the Hebrews as fes-
tivals, asapart of their ceremonial andtypical law,
and not tothemoral law, or theten commandments.
No part of the moral law—no one of the ten com-
mandments could be spoken of as “a shadow of
good things to come.” These commandments are,
from the nature of moral law, of perpetua and
universal obligation.” (Albert Barnes, Noteson the
New Testament [London: Blackie and Son, nd],
7:267, author’s emphasis).

Summary. It is never wise to build a major theo-
logical position on asingle text—and a debatable one at
that. Colossians 2:14-17 provides no coercive support
for identifying the seventh-day Sabbath as ashadow-type.
In the plain historical statement of Genesis 2:1-3, in the
fourth precept of the Decalogue (Exod 20:8-11), and in
the authoritative words of Christ, our Creator (Mark
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2:27), thereis clear evidence that the Sabbath was insti-
tuted at the close of Creation week before the entrance
of sin; hence, the Sabbath can never be viewed asatem-
porary shadow-type pointing forward to the spiritual rest
of graceto be found in Christ.

Hebrews 4:1-11

This passage, together with Colossians 2:14-17, is
cited by the authors of our document as the Scriptural
basis for their view that the Sabbath was intended by
God to be a shadow-type pointing forward to our spiri-
tual rest in Christ in the same manner as the sacrifices
pointed forward to Christ’ satoning death. Once we have
found spiritual rest in Christ, the actual observance of
the day no longer matters. Our authors write:

Let us paraphrase the passage [Heb 4]: God
promised arest, but the first Israglites did not en-
ter it because of unbelief and disobedience. Joshua
brought them into the land, but the Israelites were
till being exhorted to enter the promised rest. It
still was future. Therefore, since there is still a
promise of rest, we must be careful that we do not
fall short of it. We who have faith in Christ enter
the promised rest, which is called God' s rest.

God rested at the end of creation, so thisisthe
divinerest, the supernatural rest, the spiritual prom-
isethat believersenter. . . .

Why doesthe writer usethe word sabbatismos?
[" Thereremainstherefore arest (sabbatismos) for
the people of God,” vs. 9, NKJV]. It clearly refers
to the weekly Sabbath, but it is being used figura-
tively. The author is telling us that this spiritual
rest is what the weekly Sabbath had pictured all
along. The Sabbath was not only areminder of the
end-of -creation rest and the Exodus, it also looked
forward, prefiguring something, as a predictive
shadow of a coming reality, our spiritual rest. We
enter God's rest by faith in Christ (verse 3), and
by doing so, we enter the rest that God entered
when he completed his creation (verse 3b-4). (p.
20, emphasis added).

The Sabbath was indeed a memorial of cre-
ation. And it foreshadowed and pointed to our sal-
vation in Christ (p. 21, emphasis added).

The spiritual purpose [of the Sabbath] is to
point usto Christ. Now that we have cometo Christ,
the pointer is of such diminished importance that
(whether we understand its function or not) Paul
can say that it isnot a matter on which Christians
should bejudged (p. 17, comment on Col 2:14-17,
but with the same view as taken on Heb 4:1-11,
emphasis added).

We agree with the authors of our document that
the passage in Hebrews 4:1-11 isdealing primarily with

the believer’ srest of grace. The reference to the Sabbath
is arelated point to the genera thrust of the argument.
However, we believe our authors misinterpret the intent
of the passage when they argue that it teaches that the
Sabbath was a shadow-type of the future rest of grace
that would be found in Christ. Thisis not the argument
of the passage at all. This concept isbeing superimposed
upon the passage.

Again we see the reason why the authors of our
document wish to start the observance of the Sabbath
with the nation of Israel rather than have its observance
begin in Eden beforethe Fall wherethebiblical evidence
so clearly placesit. In no way could the Sabbath, insti-
tuted in Eden before the Fall, have functioned asa“ pre-
dictive shadow of a coming reality, our spiritual rest.”

Although the apostl€e’ s reasoning in this passageis
somewhat difficult to follow, hismgjor line of argument
isclear enough. It really beginsin Hebrews 3:7 where he
citesGod' sappeal tothe nation of Israel in David’ stime.
We quote a portion from the OT psalm:

For He is our God, and we are the people of
His pasture, And the sheep of His hand. Today, if
you will hear His voice: “Do not harden your
hearts, asin therebellion, Asin the day of trial in
thewilderness, When your fatherstested Me; They
tried Me, though they saw My work. For forty years
| was grieved with that generation, And said, It is
a people who go astray in their hearts, And they
do not know My ways.” So | swore in My wrath,
"They shall not enter My rest’ ” (Ps 95:7-11,
NKJV).

On the basis of this Davidic psalm and its histori-
cal record the apostle appeal sto the Jewish Christians of
his day not to follow the pattern of their ancestorswhose
unbelief led to their exclusion from Canaan (Heb
3:12-19).

That first generation of Israelites who came out of
Egypt lost out not only on their hoped-for Canaan rest,
but more important, on the spiritual rest of grace which
David presents in the psam: “Today, if you will His
voice. . .."” And so the apostle earnestly entreats hisfel-
low Jewish Christians who seem on the point of giving
up the faith:

Therefore, since a promise remains of enter-
ing His rest, let us fear lest any of you [Hebrew
Christians] seem to have come short of it. For in-
deed the gospel was preached to us[Hebrew Chris-
tians] aswell asto them [the Hebrews of the exo-
dus]; but the word which they heard did not profit
them, not being mixed with faith in thosewho heard



A Reply to “What Do the Scriptures Say About the Sabbath”

Page 19

it. For we[Hebrew Christians] who have believed
do enter that rest . . . (Heb 4:1-3, NKJV).

Here is the nub of the apostle’ s argument: The Is-
raglites in the exodus from Egypt were taught the same
gospel as we have been taught. But their lack of faith
prevented them from entering into the offered spiritual
rest of grace. Our lack of faith will likewise prevent us
from experiencing therest of grace aswell. But “wewho
have believed do enter that rest.”

The apostle continuesto devel op and to underscore
his main argument. He notes that although Joshua even-
tually settled the nation (second generation) in Canaan,
they too did not find the spiritual rest of grace which
they could havefound (vs. 8). But, he observesthat God's
appeal through David (“Today, if you will hear Hisvoice
...") il standsasaninvitation to all who seek the spiri-
tual rest of grace (“There remains therefore a rest
[sabbatismos] for the people of God,” vs. 9).

At this point the apostle links theillustration of the
Sabbath—first mentioned in vs. 4—to this appeal to his
brethren to accept the spiritual rest of grace that God
desiresto grant to every believer:

For he who has entered His rest has himself
also ceased from his works as God did from His.
Let us therefore be diligent to enter that rest, lest
anyone fall after the same example of disobedi-
ence [referring to the unbelieving I sraglites of the
exodus] (vss. 10-11, NKJV).

The Jews of Paul’s day sought to earn their salva-
tion—to merit it—by simple obedience (cf. Rom 1:1-3;
Gal 2:16). Jewish Christians were in danger of dlipping
back into that same mode. But the teaching of Scripture
isthat salvation comeshby exercising faith in Jesus Christ.
The believer who enters God's spiritual rest of grace
(Matt 11:28-30) ceases from all attemptsto earn his sal-
vation by his deeds (Rom 3:20; 5:1). In that sense he
shares a parallel with the Creator who rested after His
activity (works) of creation.

The apostle’ s argument is simply this: The Israel-
ites in the exodus could have found the spiritual rest of
grace if they had exercised faith in God who was teach-
ing them the gospel through the sacrificial system. The
Israelites in Joshua's time could also have found spiri-
tual rest if they had desired it. The samewastruelater in
David's time when God spoke through him to the na-
tion. And that promise of salvation was still availablein
the apostle’ sday. In sum, God' sgrace was aways avail-
able, but the peoplefailed to accept it by exercising faith
in Him.

It is evident that the apostle’s line of reasoning is
in no way arguing that the Sabbath is a shadow-type,
“prefiguring something, asapredictive shadow of acom-
ing reality, our spiritual rest.” Thisconcept isbeing read
into the passage. The apostle is not using the Sabbath
institution in any prophetic sense. He is simply arguing
that spiritual rest was always available along the way
for Isradl, but their lack of commitment to God prevented
them from receiving it, so let Hebrew Christians who
were drifting away from Christ beware. But why did the
apostle introduce the Sabbath into his appeal ?

It isonly natural that the Sabbath, which Christ as
Creator made and consecrated to bond the human family
to Himself, would take on other nuances after the Fall.
For example, Moses, when reciting the Ten Command-
mentsto the I sraglite assembly in theland of Moab, broke
off his recital to make an application of the Sabbath to
Israel’ srecent condition as slaves who had served under
harsh taskmasters with little opportunity for rest.

Y ou shall remember that you were aslave in
the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought
you out thence with a mighty hand and an out-
stretched arm; therefore the Lord your God com-
manded you to keep the sabbath day (Deut 5:15,
RSV).

Since the observance of the Sabbath involved rest
from the daily labor of earning aliving (Exod 20:8-11),
it could also serve as a reminder of their release from
davery by God's intervention, and its observance with
this fact in mind would increase their gratitude toward
their Deliverer aswell as Creator.

But more important than the Sabbath’s reminder
of their physical deliverance from davery wasthe mean-
ing God invested in the Sabbath as a reminder <%-2>of
His power to deliver them from the bondage of sin.<%0>

Speak also to the children of Israel, saying:
“Surely My Sabbaths you shall keep, for it is a
sign between Me and you throughout your genera-
tions, that you may know that | am the Lord who
sanctifiesyou” (Exod 31:13, NKJV).

Moreover | aso gave them My Sabbaths, to
be a sign between them and Me, that they might
know that | amthe Lord who sanctifiesthem (Ezek
20:12, NKJV).

The divine command, “Be holy, for | am holy” is
extended to all believers regardless of the dispensation
they livein (cf. 1 Pet 1:15-16; Lev 19:2). Just as Christ
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created the heavens and the earth, so He is able to
re-create a penitent sinner. When a believing Israelite
observed the Sabbath, he not only was drawn to acknowl-
edge God as his Creator and his dependency upon Him
for every blessing such ashisphysical freedom from sla-
very, but he was also drawn to praise Him for His grace
in sanctifying—separating him from sin. In noway could
he “work” out his own deliverance from the pervasive
power of sin. He realized that it would take the same
creative power that brought the world into existence to
create a new life in himself (cf. Ps 51:10-12; Ezek
36:26-27). Consequently, in the sin-situation God in-
tended the observance of the Sabbath to be a continual
reminder to the believing Israglite of his spiritual restin
God.

Summary. Sabbath observance in OT times was
intended by God to keep steady the believer’'s faith and

trust in God as both his Creator and Sanctifier from sin.
It pointed the believer back to creation and to his alle-
giance to the Creator (Ezek 20:20), and continually re-
minded him of the Creator’s love and grace to separate
and save him from the bondage of sin. In no sense did
Sabbath observance function as a shadow-type of grace
yet to come with the advent of the Messiah. Rather, the
Sabbath carried a message of “present truth” that right
then and there the God who created all things was both
Lord and Saviour (cf. Isa. 45:22-25).

The authors of our document misinterpret Hebrews
4:1-11. Its obvious intent lends no support to their pre-
supposition that the Sabbath—like the sacrifices—was
only atemporary, forward-looking shadow-type.

Jesus and the Sabbath

Unfortunately the comments which our authors
make about Jesus and the Sabbath are so phrased as to
make it appear that He disparaged the Sabbath. We cite
some examples:

Work must be done on the Sabbath, Jesus
said. . . . Making mud was against their law, and
so was healing, and they judged unrighteously (p.
13, emphasis added).

Throughout these Sabbath incidents, Jesuslib-
eralized the standards. He repeatedly did things
that could have waited until sundown. He boldly
claimed to have authority to work on the Sabbath
[aluding to John 5:17] (p. 13, emphasis added).

Jesus criticized the Pharisees' approachtovari-
ous laws and rituals, including ritual hand wash-
ing (Matthew 15:2), phylacteries (Matthew 23:5)
and Corbanrules(Mark 7:11-13). Inall thesethings
he antagonized the Pharisees and risked his life.
But these criticisms were not attempts to tell his
discipleshow to continue these customsin a better
way (p.13). [The implication is that even though
Jesus critiqued the Sabbath observance of the Phari-
sees, it doesn't follow that He desired His follow-
ers to observe the Sabbath in a better manner].

Thiskind of reasoning isfalse and misleading. Jesus
indeed said, “Aslong asit is day, we must do the work
of him who sent me” (John 9:4, N1V) and “My Father is
always at work to thisvery day, and |, too, am working”
(John 5:17, NI1V). But it is clearly evident that in these
statements Christ was not speaking of secular toil—like

His carpenter’ strade—to makealivelihood! In Hismis-
sion as the Messiah, Jesus “work” was always along
spiritual lines and was in complete harmony with the
nature and purpose of the Sabbath.

Making clay to heal the blind man was not a viola-
tion of any scriptural injunction nor were His severa
recorded acts of healing donein opposition to the Scrip-
tures. Jesus did not liberalize any Scripture teachings.

Christ’s constant clashes with the Pharisees and
scribesarose from their enforcement of rabbinical teach-
ings—the traditions of the elders (see Matt 15:8-9)—
and not from violations of Scriptural teachings about
Sabbath observance. Although He was indeed accused
of breaking the Sabbath by Hisacts of mercy (John 5:18),
Christ’s Sabbath ministry was in complete accord with
the Scriptures.

What He “broke” were the numerous rabbinical
restrictions (for example, ritual hand washing, wearing
of phylacteries, and the practice of corban). He purposely
healed on the Sabbath so that He might teach the Jewsin
general and His disciples in particular the true spirit of
Sabbath observance. “It islawful to do good on the sab-
bath,” He affirmed (Matt 12:12). The Sabbath was made
for the sake of man—for the blessing of mankind, He
asserted, and as Creator He claimed lordship of it (Mark
2:27).

It istrue that Jesus was born under the Jewish sys-
tem (Gal 4:4). In this situation the brief records do show
Him observing at least some of the festivals (Passover;
Feast of Tabernacles), although it is doubtful, as the
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sinless Messiah, He personally offered sacrifices. Nev-
ertheless, while the rites will drop away, it isimportant
for Christians to note His observance of the Sabbath and
His clear indications regarding how it should be kept.
Thereason is evident from our previous examination of
this topic. Christ’'s example is important because the
Sabbath in itself—and as part of the Ten Command-
ments—functions as the memoria of Christ’s cregtive
power and remains a permanent injunction within the
new covenant bonding the believer to Him as both our
Creator and Saviour.

q

Since we have summarized our study of the bibli-
cal data as we have examined the document, we will not
compose aformal conclusion here. Sufficeit to say that
it is our opinion—in the light of the biblical data—that
the presuppositions upon which the document rests are
invalid and its expositions of key passages are unsound.
The Scriptures do not present the Sabbath as a
shadow-type; rather, they present itsobservanceasafun-
damental precept of the Ten Commandments and, thus,
as part of the new covenant relationship. It is as perma
nent an obligation asisthe fact that the Deity created the
human family—a fact which it memorializes.
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