THE SABBATH QUESTION

Frequently I have been asked why don't we keep the Sabbath since it is part of the Ten Commandments.  Why do we believe that it is wrong to murder, to commit adultery, to steal, to covet, and yet we do nothing to maintain the Sabbath?   Therefore, is the Christian under the Ten Commandments and particularly, are we presently violating the Sabbath?  

Those who answer affirmatively to the question that we are to keep the Ten Commandments point out that all of them, except the fourth commandment, are re-stated in the New Testament and therefore, must apply to the Christian.  But this position is absolutely false because one is stating that the moral law of God is the basis of the Mosaic Law; the two should never, never be confused.  

The Mosaic Law was made between Israel alone and God alone (Ex. 19:3-5).  This covenant in no sense superseded or canceled the other Biblical Covenants (e.g., Abrahamic Covenant) but was added as a temporary institution until Christ should come to earth (Gal. 3:19; First Advent of Christ).  Both Israel and God bound themselves to certain stipulations of the Mosaic system (Deut. 28-30) which are for them and for them only.

Three times in 2 Corinthians 3:6-13 it is declared that the Mosaic Law or system is done away or abolished (vv. 7, 11, 13).  The participle used in each of these three verses is from the verb katargeo, which means to "abrogate, to cancel, to bring to an end.”  No stronger term could be found to describe the abolition of the Mosaic Law which includes the Ten Commandments.  In fact, it is the very word used to describe the destruction of the Antichrist in 2 Thessalonians 2:8.

On the other hand, the moral law of God belongs to all dispensations or ages and its authority extends to all intelligent creatures whether humans or angels.  The essence of the moral law is conformity to the character of God, "We are to be holy because He is holy" (1 Peter 1:15-16).  

How can we fulfill this eternal moral law to be like God?  Christ alone fulfilled this law; He is the only one who could.  His obedience is reckoned unto us who have placed our faith in Jesus Christ for salvation, "For he has made Him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteous of God in Him" (2 Cor. 5:21).   Therefore, through Christ and Christ alone we have a perfect standing in Christ-though our actual conduct is often far from perfect. 

Additionally, we must also realize that our sins and imperfections are continually provided for by both the advocacy and intercession of Christ (1 John 1:6-2:2) and the indwelling ministry of the Holy Spirit of God (Gal. 5:16, "This I say then, Walk in the Spirit, and you shall not fulfill the lust of the flesh.").

The end of the Mosaic Law including the Ten Commandments, does not cancel, change, or nullify one iota of the eternal moral law of God lest we think we should be antinomians.  Antinomians are lawless people who believe that because Christ has paid the penalty for their sin, they can now live anyway they like.  However, the moral principles behind the Ten Commandments did not begin with Sinai and Moses but are as eternal and immutable as the character of God.  The moral principles embodied in the Law of Moses Paul calls, "the righteousness of the law" (Rom. 8:4).  He shows that such principles are the goal of the Spirit-directed life in the same context in which he teaches that the believer is not under the Mosaic Law (Rom. 6-8).

This is not to say that the moral law is not the basis of the Mosaic Law.  However, only Israel was bound to the Mosaic stipulations of the moral law which involves certain practical consequences if broken.  The death penalty seems to be mandatory for violation of the first three commandments (e.g., Ex. 22:20; Deut. 27:15; Lev. 24:15, 16); the death penalty for certain overt violations of the remaining seven commandments were given as well (e.g., Num. 15:32-36; Ex. 21:15, 17; Deut. 27:16, 18-21; Matt. 15:3,4; Ex. 21:12; Num. 35; Ex. 21:29; Lev. 20:10; Ex. 21:16, 22:1; Deut. 19:16, 19, 21).   No wonder the apostle Paul calls the Mosaic Ten Commandments, "the ministration of death, written and engraved in stones" (2 Cor. 3:7).  

With this background I can now answer why Christians no longer have to maintain the Sabbath:

(1)
The Jewish Sabbath was the last day of the week or Saturday.  This fourth commandment is nowhere affirmed as binding for the new age of grace.  As a matter of fact, the Jewish Sabbath is SPECIFICALLY mentioned as one of the ordinances which is blotted out by the cross (See Colossians 2:14-16).

(2)
The principle that one day out of seven belongs in a special way to God is re-embodied in the Christian's observance of the first day of the week as the Lord's Day.  No specific instruction instituted this new day but its observance seems to have arisen in honor and recognition of the resurrection of Christ.  The claim by Seven Day Adventists that the pope changed the day from Saturday to Sunday in 321 A.D. does not bear serious investigation.  History shows that Christians observed the first day from apostolic times.

(4)
The penalty for violation of the Mosaic Sabbath law was death.  The man found gathering sticks on the Sabbath was stoned to death by the explicit instruction of the God (Numbers 15:32-36).  Those who think they are under the Mosaic Sabbath law should realize the awfulness of their position.  To maintain the idea that the Sabbath Law abides but its penalties are canceled is an untenable position.  The passage which teaches redemption from the curse of the Law explains that this is accomplished by deliverance from the law itself (Gal. 3:10-25).

(5)
The Mosaic Law included the Ten Commandments given to Israel alone.  In fact, the Mosaic Law was a temporary institution "added" to the Abrahamic Covenant till Christ came (Gal. 3:17-19).  

Therefore, the Mosaic Sabbath Law was done away with the Person of Christ. However, what we can glean from the Mosaic Sabbath Law is the eternal moral principle that we should set apart a portion of our time for the worship and service of God; it doesn't matter what day of the week we should set aside to worship God.  However, in keeping with the tradition of the early church that honored and recognized the resurrection of Christ, our Savior, God, and Lord, we have set aside Sundays.  Never was the Jewish Sabbath or the Lord's Day ever intended to detract from the broader moral truth that all of the believer's time and service belongs to God.  Therefore, are you worshipping God right now by your words and works?  Do your affections desire to honor Him in everything you think, say, and do?  I surely hope so.  If not, my prayer is that you will invest in Him as much as He has invested in you.  

