
Sermon 186: Romans 14:5: The Sabbath 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Listen to George Swinnock, a Puritan as he speaks about the beauty of the Christian 
Sabbath Day, ‘‘Hail thou art highly favoured of God, thou golden spot of the week, thou 
market –day of souls, thou daybreak of eternal brightness, thou queen of days, the Lord is 
with thee, blessed art thou amongst days…. Oh how do men and women flutter up and 
down on the weekdays, as the dove on the waters, and can find no rest for their souls, till 
they come to their ark, till thou put forth thy hand and take them in!  Oh how they sit under 
your shadow with great delight, and find faith sweet to their taste!  Oh the mountings of the 
mind, the ravishing happiness of the heart, the solace of the soul, which on thee they enjoy 
in the Blessed Saviour.’   
 
Paul brings us to the argument in the Roman church to the matter over how a person 
esteems certain days, Romans 14:5, ‘One person esteems one day as better than another, 
while another esteems all days alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.’  
This has been the traditional battle ground for arguments over whether the Christian is still 
bound by the 4th commandment.  So today, to get the matter of the Christian Sabbath out 
of the way so that we can get at the true discussion of this text I would like to talk to you 
about the Sabbath.  I have walked a journey on this question from being a non-Sabbatarian 
to a Sabbatarian position.  Yet the Sabbatarian position I hold is not necessarily identical to 
Puritan interpretations of it.  So today I am going to outline the different views on whether 
Paul is talking about the Sabbath, then I want to outline the biblical theology of the 
Sabbath, and then at it use for the Christian today.   
 
Views on the Sabbath 
 
Having argued against the Sabbath position I am deeply sympathetic to the arguments that 
are raised.  The premise is that Christ has fulfilled the ceremonial aspects of the law and this 
includes a 7th day observance of the Sabbath.  Various verses are called in to support this.  
Col. 2:16-17, ‘Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or 
with regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath.17 These are a shadow of the things 
to come, but the substance belongs to Christ.’  Here Paul is helping the Colossian church 
counteract a Jewish Gnosticism that was seeking to lure them away from the gospel to a 
mix of OT and ascetic practices.  These verses spell out the typological function of the OT 
day laws and show that Christ has fulfilled their significance.  So any heretic who comes 
along and judges you because you do not observe them must be answered with the fact 
that Christ has fulfilled them and we do not need to perform them for salvation.   
 
Similarly in Gal. 4:9-10 Paul speaks to the Galatian church about the Judaisers insistence of 
keeping the law of Moses, ‘But now that you have come to know God, or rather to be known 
by God, how can you turn back again to the weak and worthless elementary principles of 
the world, whose slaves you want to be once more?10 You observe days and months and 
seasons and years!’  Paul here implies a return to observing these days is a step backwards 
not the way of obedience.   



Then add to that the issues in the Roman church where it is clearly a case of Jews 
esteeming certain OT days, and yet Paul makes it sound as if it is no longer a law because it 
can be a matter of conscience where you can differ with your brother and sister in Christ.  I 
used to think that if the Jews were insisting on keeping the Saturday Sabbath and judging 
the Christians who did not, if the Lord’s Day, a Sunday observance was the new Sabbath 
then this was Paul’s golden opportunity to set the Jews straight by teaching on the Sunday 
as the Lord’s Day, yet he is significantly silent.   
 
Paul’s stressing of the OT days, including the Sabbath being fulfilled, the fact that the 
Roman church who were probably fighting over the Saturday Sabbath were allowed to 
pursue their consciences and Paul’s silence in seizing an opportunity to teach on the Lord’s 
day seemed to me to make a good case that the Christian has no Sabbath law to observe.   
 
But there were always some things that troubled me that I would have to downplay or 
ignore.  Firstly, each of the ten commandments addresses and area of life and God’s will for 
human living in it.  For example, the 5th command which tells us to honour our parents is 
concerned with authority relationships and implies our due submission in several areas like 
government, etc.  the second command not to worship God through idols has to do with the 
realm of how we worship calling us to worship God in the ways He lays out not those of our 
own invention.  By this same logic if the first tells us who to worship, the second how, the 
third how not to, then the fourth lays out when we ought to worship God, and deals with 
the realm of our work and worship, laying out the rhythm of life for humanity.   
 
Secondly, the ten commandments is not the first time that God lays down the law for 
mankind.  They are a repeat of laws given earlier by God in Eden.  In Eden God gave certain 
creation ordinances.  Marriage, childbearing, work, rest, authority structures, etc.; each of 
these is laid out in the Garden of Eden.  We do not need to see positive commandments 
forms like ‘thou shalt’ or ‘thou shalt not’ for in the perfection of Eden the mere institution of 
something was God asserting His will.  The two tables of the law with their focus on God 
and man, and the various laws which relate back to the original laws given in Eden show a 
continuity between the ten commandments and Eden.  In other words, God did not invent 
the Sabbath for Israel and it is abolished with the end of the theocracy, this is a typical 
dispensationalist way of reading the bible.  Rather, the unchangeable God is seen to have an 
unchangeable will for humanity who are called to be image bearers; work and rest relate to 
this image.  In other words, if the obligation to marry, have children and work continue, 
then surely so does the call to rest.   
 
Thirdly, and adding weight to this perspective is the fact that the NT documents the practice 
of the early church meeting on the first day of the week, Acts 20:7, 1 Cor 16:1-2, and they 
even had a new name for the day, The Lord’s Day, Rev. 1:10.  Add to this the appearances 
of Christ, Jesus resurrected on the first day, he then only next appeared to His disciples a 
week later on the first day, then He poured out the Spirit on the first Day.  There is also a 
large amount of symbolism in the 8th day, it was the day of circumcision marking our 
membership in God’s kingdom, it was the day of the feast of tabernacles meant to celebrate 
deliverance from Egypt and bondage.   
 
Added to that I have been studying the bible for many years and have come to a better 
appreciation for how doctrines are developed.  Think of the Trinity, there is no single verse 
that teaches al we mean by it, we piece together the various clues from Gen-Rev, and draw 
a deductive conclusion about the doctrine.  In the same way, we cannot read Rom. 14 in a 
way that cancels out the evidence we have just mentioned.  So here is what many have 
done, they look at Romans 14 and say, the practice of observing the Lord’s Day was a given 



handed on by apostolic practice 2 Thess. 2:15, any reading of Romans 14 must harmonise 
with this fact.  Because of this any reference to OT days in Romans 14 cannot be about the 
Lord’s Day because of what we see in Acts and Rev. 1:10.  As result of this the days in 
question are seen not as an argument over whether one should keep a weekly day of rest 
and worship, but rather the matter of days and foods are taken as combined and the matter 
of feast days and fast days which the Jews observed were the matter of difference, not the 
Lord’s Day.  
 
I have had to be honest and say this to myself.  I cannot ignore the creation ordinances, I 
cannot ignore the continuity between Eden and the 10 Commandments; I cannot ignore the 
practice of the early church, the reality of apostolic traditions handed on, and the prestigious 
position the Lord’s Day came to held at the end of the time of transition from the OT to the 
NT.  To force Romans 14 to cancel all of this out would be to make the bible contradict itself 
and I see myself as a servant of the word and under it and dare not force it into what I 
think it should be saying.  I recognise that good men disagree over this matter, and there 
appears to be a good biblical case on both sides.  We must make sure that we model how 
Christians who are one in Christ can love one another despite differences on this matter.   
 
Theology of the Sabbath 
 
We have hinted at some of what the Sabbath is all about, but there is much more to say.  
We are first introduced to the Sabbath in Gen. 2:2-3, ‘And on the seventh day God finished 
his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had 
done.3 So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested from all 
his work that he had done in creation.’  God had finished His work of initial creation and 
rested.  God did not need the rest, this was done for the benefit of man.  Christ Himself 
confirms that the Sabbath was made for man, Mark 2:27.  Being made in God’s image God 
sought for man to imitate Him.  The purpose of the original Sabbath was threefold.  Firstly, 
there is obviously the practical necessity of man needing to work and rest and to establish a 
pattern of life for him.  Secondly, this pattern of life was to orient around worship.  Adam 
would have glorified God in all that he did, but a specific day was set apart in particular.  
Thirdly, as this is the aspect that is often forgotten, the Sabbath was a covenant sign. 
 
Now what does it mean that the Sabbath was a covenant sign.  A sign points beyond itself 
to a future reality, it acts as a reminder and promise.  Adam was in a covenant with God in 
the Garden, we call this the covenant of works.  If Adam kept God’s law and tended the 
garden and drove the serpent from the garden, he would be given the right to eat from the 
tree of life, and enter into God’s rest. He had to work in order to enter rest, the Sabbath day 
which would have come around every week would have confirmed this arrangement and 
held out the promise to Adam that if he obeyed the rest would be his.  The Sabbath is 
eschatological in nature, in other words, it looks forward to those new creation blessings 
that God seeks to finally bestow upon His people, they speak of glory and perfection in 
perfect peace forever.  But Adam sinned, and the promise of the Sabbath could not be 
realised.  The first Adam had failed to obey God and win this rest for us, a Second and Last 
Adam was now necessary to keep the terms of the covenant to realise its promise.  We see 
Christ doing what the first Adam could not and giving us the rest Adam could not, Matt. 
11:28-30, ‘Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.29 Take 
my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find 
rest for your souls.30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light."’   
 
There is disagreement among theologians whether there was any Sabbath observance 
between Adam and Moses.  Some would say that an oral tradition of sacrificing clean 



animals, a weekly Sabbath and tithes were a basic form of worship handed down, Gen. 26:5 
would be pointed to as potentially hinting at this, ‘because Abraham obeyed my voice and 
kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws."’  This cannot be verified or 
denied.   
 
This brings us to Moses and Israel.  Just as the Sabbath was a sign of the covenant between 
Adam and God signalling a covenant of works, the Sabbath plays a similar though not 
exactly parallel role in Israel.  Israel too was under a type of covenant of works, not for 
salvation but certainly for physical blessing.  If they worked they would get to rest in the 
land and experience new creation type blessings, blessings of rain, abundance, fertility, 
peace, etc.  For this reason the Sabbath was said to be a sign between Israel and God, Ex. 
31:13-17, and so just as disobedience in the Garden resulted in death, so a violation of the 
Sabbath met the death penalty.  Israel like Adam was not obedient and Israel like Adam 
were exiled.   
 
This is where Christ comes into it.  Jesus was born under the law, but not only the law of 
Moses, as the second Adam He was also born into the original covenant of works.  Adam 
and Israel could not work in order to enter into rest, but Jesus did.  He perfectly satisfied all 
the law of God, as a representative for us, and He died to pay for all the laws we had 
broken.  He worked and on the cross he cried, ‘it is finished.’  Then on the eighth day He 
rose from the dead, the firstborn of the new creation.  Now by the Spirit through faith you 
and I are united with Christ in His rest and seated with Him at the right hand of the Father.   
 
Now some would want to say, ‘But doesn’t Jesus fulfilling the covenant of works mean that 
there should be no more Sabbath at all?’  this sort of thinking is on the right track but there 
is an important fact we need to remember.  The new creation is inaugurated in the 
resurrection of Christ but it is not consummated.  The new creation has begun to dawn but 
the it is not fully here yet.  We live in what theologians have called the already but not yet.  
We live between D Day and VD Day.  Victory is in sight but the war is not over yet.  So in 
the same way that the creation ordinance of marriage still applies even though the realities 
it points to are enjoyed in a measure now, in the same way the Sabbath has an ongoing 
application.  Think on marriage.  It is not only an institution that is for our happiness and to 
propagate the human race, it is primarily a picture of the union between Christ and His 
bride, it points forward to the great marriage supper of the Lamb when we will be forever 
with the Lord.  When we were born again were literally by the Spirit united to Christ, the 
bride and bridegroom are now one body by the Spirit.  The reality is here in truth but it is 
not fully here, and so we still observe marriage, though in the new creation marriage will 
cease altogether.  In the same way the Lord’s Day which points forward to a final rest, and 
also indicates a present enjoyment of real rest in Christ still has an ongoing relevance for 
the church.    
 
The change of the day we are to worship on is most important and not to be overlooked.  
Unfortunately many just simply copy and paste the OT Sabbath into the NT, and this 
impoverishes the day and subjects it to all the legalism that Jesus was battling which had 
clogged the OT observance of it.  Here is the significance.  The 7th day was observed as a 
remembrance of the first creation; the 1st day speaks of a participation in the new creation 
and points forward to its consummation.  In the OT you had to work in order to enter rest; 
in the NT you rest on the first day in order to work.  The OT Sabbath spoke of Adam 
needing to work in order to earn salvation, but the NT Lord’s Day speaks of Christ having 
completed His work and our enjoying it and serving Him gladly not for salvation but from 
salvation.  The trouble with the 7th day Adventists is that they don’t understand the original 
purpose in the Sabbath being a sign of a works covenant. It is most important to recognise 



that the principle of having to work in order to earn salvation is fulfilled by Christ, and by 
resting on the first day is announce my participation in Christ and my confidence in His work 
finished on my behalf.  Are you born again?  Then remember this by keeping the day that 
Jesus rose from the dead.  Are you a citizen of the new creation?  Then show this by 
remembering the day when you were made a citizen.  Will you inherit this fallen creation or 
the new creation?  Then keep the day that reminds us of our certainty.  Are you under the 
covenant of works or the covenant of grace?  Then keep the day that marks the covenant of 
works is fulfilled by Christ.  Is your rest secured or are you still working for rest?  Then show 
it by the day you keep.   
 
Use of the Sabbath 
 
How do we keep the Lord’s Day?  Is the unbeliever obliged to keep the Lord’s Day?  These 
are the key questions that arise.  In any statements we make we must make sure that we 
are in keeping with the theology of the Lord’s Day.  Too often many have copied and pasted 
the OT in the new and essentially judaized the day.  We must remember that we are no 
longer under the covenant of works, therefore the stringent standards which were 
accompanied by the death penalty are not the emphasis.  And since we are no longer a 
nation called to keep a national observance of the day, we restrict the observation to 
Christians who have entered into Christ’s rest, and we avoid wrong headed ways of thinking.  
For example, the Puritans who were wonderful Christians were not altogether right in their 
view of the Sabbath.  They looked at England and expected every unbeliever to observe the 
Sabbath as if it were Israel.  And when bad things happened like the fire of London, the 
Puritans preached that it was the result of England’s Sabbath breaking.  Now it is true that 
every person is to worship God and keep the Sabbath, but to make everyone keep it like 
Israel is to perpetuate the type of the covenant of works.  The invitation is to believe in 
Christ and go to church.  There is a difference of opinion on whether the unbeliever is to 
keep the fourth commandment, when the church does not keep it in its original form.  Some 
argue that if the unbeliever is still in Adam then he is still under the covenant of works and 
the sign of that covenant and Saturday Sabbath would still apply.  However, Christ has 
fulfilled it and only those who are believers who have entered into His rest through faith 
should keep it, otherwise it is a reinstitution of works.   
 
The primary way in which the Christian keeps the Sabbath is by resting in Christ’s finished 
work by faith, and this is certainly done on a daily basis.  However, God has also patterned 
human life on a seven day pattern of 6 days working and one day to rest.  The NT church 
and Christ by His appearances have shown us the first day is the new day of rest.  On this 
day the church met and so should we.  The bible tells us that when we come together as 
the church, the powers of the age to come are in our midst.  In other words, the day which 
speaks of the new creation has a blessing attending it which is related to what it is pointing 
to.  Attending the means of grace, being the church, this is all necessary.  But since the day 
was not only set apart for worship but also for rest, don’t work and rest.  We want to avoid 
the legalism that tries to carefully register everything one can and cant do.  Jesus when 
rebuking the Pharisees outlined works of mercy, necessity and religion that are all good on 
the Sabbath.  We don’t want to make a rule of these but we can see that they give you a 
good guide to help you think through what would be appropriate.   
 
I do want to encourage the Puritan attitude to the day in the sense that they spoke of it as 
the market day of the soul.  They saw non-activity as missing the point, dead people are not 
observing the Sabbath but those who are using to every spiritual advantage.  We offer two 
services to encourage all of us to use the day in the best way.  But let this be a day when 
ordinary activities are set apart and you prioritise spiritual things.  One writer gives us this 



equation.  If you are a Christian for 20 years, and you make every Sunday count spiritually 
not doing your own business but cultivated worship and spiritual growth.  Then 52 says a 
year times by twenty gives you nearly 3 years in spiritual growth where you have 
deliberately cultivated your walk with God.  Make it count, it is a gift and blessing. 
 
                 
        


