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A THEOLOGY OF THE SABBATH

By E. Edward Zinke
Silver Spring, Maryland

Introduction

Does the Sabbath play an essential role in salvation, or is the
Sabbath only peripheral to salvation or perhaps, as some have
claimed, even detrimental to it? Within what context does the
Sabbath have its true and proper meaning? This talk adapted to a
paper will attempt to develop not only the theme that the Sabbath
is representative of the entire Christian experience, but that it is
also an essential ingredient of initiation and maturation in the
Christian life, a safeguard to Christian experience and a basis for
the comprehensive unity of Christian doctrine.

Role of Doctrine in Christian Experience

In order to place the doctrine of the Sabbath in its proper
context within Christianity, it will be helpful to give consideration
to the broader context of which the Sabbath is a part, namely the
role of doctrine in Christianity. How does doctrine relate to the
central theme of Christianity, salvation through Jesus Christ which
restores mankind to the relationship with God that was first broken
by sin (Romans 5:8-10; 2 Corinthians 5:18-20)?

Christianity needs to be described in terms of personal knowl-
edge rather than speculative or empirical knowledge. Christ Him-
self defined salvation as knowing God and Jesus Christ (John 17:3).
That this knowledge of God is not to be interpreted speculatively
may be determined not only from the general Hebrew context,
which viewed knowledge as practical rather than theoretical, but
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also from within the immediate context which stresses God’s plan
to create unity and love between God and man (John 17:23, 24).
This theme of the personal relationship of man with God is so
central to Scripture that the analogy of marriage is used to describe
it. Paul himself likened the relationship between Christ and the
church to the marriage relationship (Ephesians 5:25). Hosea saw
the broken relationship between God and Israel reflected in a
broken marriage relationship. He emphasized God’s purpose to
reestablish relationships with His people (cf. Hosea 2:19, 20).

Ellen White likewise portrays Christianity as the intimate
relationship of the believer with Jesus Christ:

As through Jesus we enter into rest, heaven begins here. We
respond to His invitation, Come, Learn of Me, and in thus coming we
begin the life eternal. Heaven is a ceaseless approaching to God
through Christ. The longer we are in the heaven of bliss, the more and
still more of glory will be opened to us; and the more we know of God,
the more intense will be our happiness. As we walk with Jesus in this
life, we may be filled with His love, satisfied with His presence. All
that human nature can bear, we may receive here. But what is this
compared with the hereafter? There “are they before the throne of
God, and serve Him day and night in His temple: and He that sitteth
on the throne shall dwell among them.”*

If then Christianity may be defined in terms of personal rela-
tionship between man and God, why should Christians be con-
cerned about doctrine? Why not simply be concerned with
relationships?

It is not the primary goal of Christianity to expound the
authority of Scripture nor to establish correct doctrine. The goal of
Christianity is the reestablishment of our relationship with God.
What role then do Scripture and doctrine play? Scripture, and
doctrine stemming from it, are among other things essential to our
relationship with God because they provide the authorative foun-
dation, guide and content of the relationship. (As an aside, the
theological far-right tends to go astray when it makes doctrine the
total goal of Christianity, and the far-left tends to go astray when
it makes the experience of the relationship the foundation of Chris-
tianity) Doctrine plays its rightful role when it founds, guides and
enhances our relationship with God.
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Two central themes permeating Ellen White’s The Great Con-
troversy are righteousness by faith and the authority of Scripture.
Righteousness by faith, or the restoration of man’s relationship
with God, is the goal of Christianity; Seripture is the norm or test
of Christianity—that restored relationship: Doctrine is essential to
the establishing of saving relationships because doctrine describes
the content of such relationships. Doctrine reveals the nature of
God, the nature of man, and the proper relationship that is to exist
between them. The first two categories are essential to personal
relationships. But let us illustrate the third since it may not be so
obvious. The nature of a proper relationship will obviously vary
greatly depending upon whether one is relating to his wife, son,
daughter, secretary, President of the United States, or the Queen of
England. To ignore the distinctions between those relationships
would finally be to distort, if not to destroy, what might otherwise
be a very healthy relationship. Thus doctrine informs the aspiring
Christian. It describes the God who offers man a relationship, it
illumines the nature of man himself (self-knowledge is also essen-
tial for maturing relationships), and it describes the relationship
which may properly exist between God and man.

Doctrine is an essential ingredient in Christian experience for
another related reason. “It is a law of the mind, that it will narrow
or expand to the dimensions of the things with which it becomes
familiar.”” If we admire God most in our life, the character will be
formed according to His character. However, if our conception of
God is false, then our character will be shaped by an idol rather
than the true God. As one’s character is formed in harmony with
the true God, it becomes possible to develop a fuller, more mature
relationship with Him.

Thus, doctrine must be viewed not only from the theoretical
level, but also from the practical and in such a way as to illumine
the role which each doctrine plays in initiating, defining, and
instructing man’s relationship with God. (This has important im-
plications for witness, for we do not simply share a theory, but a
transforming message which has pervaded our own lives and which
has brought us closer to Christ than would ever have been possible
apart from the fullness of God’s message which He intends to
disclose through this church.) The proclamation of the Sabbath is
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not just an additional point to be checked off in a baptismal class.
Rather, it is the revelation of the nature of the God to whom we
wish to relate, and it provides the possibility of our coming ever
closer to God.

If an individual fails to accept some truth in isolation, his
Christian life is not necessarily marred. But if he rejects perma-
nently the person of God, his life is changed for eternity. Since the
Sabbath involves God’s revelation of Himself to us and indicates
His desire to enter into personal relationship with us, we must
study the Sabbath from the standpoint of what it says to us about
this God, what it tells us about man himself, and how it defines the
proper relationship between God and man. This will allow us to
understand the Sabbath in its bearing upon the Christian life as a
whole so that the Sabbath may play its role in bringing individuals
to Christ by initiating them into the joy of, and bringing them to
maturation in, the fullest possible love relationship with Him.,

Personal God of the Sabbath

The Sabbath reaffirms the general teaching of Scripture that
the heart of Christianity is the development of a personal relation-
ship with God, for it tells us that God Himself is personal. It is
significant that God was with man the very day of man’s creation.
It should be of supreme interest to us today that the all-powerful,
creating, sustaining God of the universe has set aside a special time
in which to become acquainted with us. God is personal and, in spite
of His almightiness, He desires to know us individually because He
loves us. The Sabbath, therefore, provides the occasion for fulfill-
ment of God’s purpose in man’s creation. God created man in His
own image in order that He might fellowship with man. The
Sabbath, therefore, is a special period of time for intimate commu-
nion with God.?

The fact that God established His memorial in time rather
than in space also points to the personal nature of God. God created
His temple in time rather than in space, because He wants us to
know Him, to be reminded of Him, and to worship Him as a person
rather than as a thing. Personal relationships are not based upon
space along. They are primarily formed in time to shift man’s eyes
from the material to the spiritual, and from a greed for things to a
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love for God, from the temptation to relate to God as an object to
the joy of entering a personal relationship with Him.

The Sabbath is a perpetual sign and everlasting covenant of
the relationship between God and His people in order that they
might know who it is that created them (Exodus 31:17) and sancti-
fies them (Exodus 31:13; Ezekiel 20:12), and that they might
recognize Him as the Lord their God (Ezekiel 20:20).

The Sabbath as a sign of the Creator points to His ownership
and authority. As Creator, He is distinguished from other gods; His
sphere of ownership and authority is heaven and earth. Thus a
meaningful observance of the Sabbath indicates the acceptance of
God as Creator/Owner and acknowledges His authority over all
creation including oneself." The Sabbath, then, is a sign that points
to creation, to redemption, and, as an everlasting covenant, to
eschatological fulfillment.® The observance of the Sabbath is thus
a mark or sign that those who honor the day acknowledge Jehovah
as their God.®

Sabbath and the God of Creation

The Sabbath is first of all associated with God’s finished work
in creation (Genesis 2:1-3). From Mt. Sinai God placed importance
upon the Sabbath because “in six days the Lord made heaven and
earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and rested the seventh day;
therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and hallowed it” (Exo-
dus 20:11, RSV). The New Testament points to Christ as the
member of the Godhead responsible for creation (Colossians 1:16;
John 1:3). The Sabbath thus becomes full of meaning for the
Christian. It is a reminder that the One who came to save us was
also our Creator. It is a reminder that man is not the work of his
own hands. It is a reminder that, in the beginning, man came forth
from the hand of God. The Sabbath is a sign of a relationship
between God and His people, because it commemorates the day
when, having made man, God ceased from His labors in creation
(Exodus 31:15, 17),

What does the doctrine of the Sabbath say about the nature of
God, the nature of man, and the proper relationship between them?
God is the Creator, we are His creatures. The Sabbath thus points
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to the power, authority, and Lordship of Christ the Creator, and it
indicates our dependence, as creatures, upon Him.

In the twentieth century man sees himself as the creator—he
is the maker of the automobile, the designer of moon and planet
rockets, the developer of home conveniences, the conqueror of
disease, and the creator of his own destiny. Forgetting his true
origin, he now sees himself as the autonomous ruler of the world,
if not the universe. What message does man need more today than
to be reminded that he lives in dependence upon the Creator God?
The Sabbath, when kept meaningfully, is a tie between Christ and
His people because it demonstrates man’s recognition of his depen-
dence upon God as Creator and Sustainer. The worshiper who truly
observes the Sabbath is manifesting, living out in practical form,
his dependence upon Christ.

Sabbath and the God of Redemption

The Sabbath was and is a memorial of Israel’s deliverance from
slavery in Egypt and, by analogy for the Christian, of deliverance
from sin (Deuteronomy 5:17).” It reminds us that the One who had
the power to create man out of nothing has the power to deliver
man from his situation in sin and to recreate him in the image of
God. As a sign of sanctification, it points to God’s power to restore
man to His own image. It represents God’s desire to bring man back
into full harmony with Himself. “I gave them My Sabbaths to be a
sign between Me and them, that they might know that I am the
Lord who sanctifies them” (Ezekiel 20:12, NASB; cf. Exodus 31:15).
The Sabbath then not only reminds the Christian of the creatorship
of Christ but also of His redeeming power.

Sabbath and the God of Eschatology

The Sabbath also has eschatological implications, for it points
to the future fulfillment of God’s purposes in creation and redemp-
tion. Isaiah spoke of a new heaven and a new earth in which all
people would gather together “from one Sabbath to another” before
the Lord (Isaiah 66:22, 23).

In John 14 we are reminded that it is Christ who is preparing
the heavenly home for His children. The Sabbath thus looks for-
ward in a prophetic sense to the time when Christ will recreate the
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earth for the enjoyment of His children. Furthermore, the Sabbath
is itself a foretaste of the spiritual rest that the Christian will have
in the new earth (Hebrews 4).°

The Sabbath then is an indication of God’s love and of His
desire to restore our relationship with Him completely by barring
all traces of sin from the heavenly land and the earth made new.
Meaningful Sabbath observance now is a living demonstration of
one’s faith that Christ is preparing a home where our relationship
with Him will be fully restored.

When the Sabbath has been kept meaningfully, then its obser-
vance is a witness to the fact that the believer has entered the rest
that comes from complete trust in our Sustainer-Redeemer and
that the believer is willing to leave even his future in the hands of
his heavenly Father.

Thus the Sabbath is a reminder of God’s total plan for His
children. It is a great arch spanning time from a perfect creation to
a perfect recreation. It represents Christ’s activity in the creation
of man, in the redemption of man, and in the recreation of man’s
original home,

Sabbath Rest

The word “Sabbath” is related to the Hebrew verb translated
“torest” (Genesis 2:2) which carries with it the ideas of “to cease,”
“to abstain,” “to desist from.” God “rested” or “ceased from” His
work on the Sabbath day (Genesis 2:2, 3; Exodus 20:11; 31:17). The
cessation of God’s work was not a necessity to Him, but rather an
example for man who is in the image of God."

As Hebrews 4 points out, the rest that God intends for His
people is not only physical but also spiritual rest. God had delivered
Israel from Egypt and brought her safely to the land of Canaan.
There she entered the physical rest that God had intended. But due
to unbelief and disobedience, she never entered God’s intended
spiritual rest. A warning is then given for Christians to enter God’s
rest by ceasing efforts to obtain salvation by works and by placing
trust alone in God’s salvation. The rest that the Christian enters
through faith in Christ is compared with the rest of the Sabbath
day (Hebsrews 4:9). The spiritual rest of the Sabbath is a symbol of
the spiritual rest one finds now when placing his faith in Christ."



Fh2 Journal of the Adventist Theological Society

The Sabbath, a Time for Rejoicing

The Sabbath is to be a delight (Isaiah 58:13). It was a time for
Israel to rejoice in her deliverance from slavery (Deuteronomy
5:15). The Sabbath is observed as a time of delight by the Christian
as he worships God in the exuberance of life, praising Him for His
wonderful creation. Furthermore, the Christian rejoices in deliver-
ance from sin and in the recreating gift of salvation, and he longs
expectantly for the day of the Lord in which man will be eternally
reunited with God in complete fulfillment.

Sabbath Observance

So what does one do now on a day set apart for fellowship with
God? What activities lend themselve to the observance of the day
established as a memorial of creation, redemption, and the ex-
pressed hope of eschatological reunion with God? On what princi-
ples does one come to decisions regarding the appropriateness of
Sabbath activities? Since God Himself made the request for the
weekly appointment, it would seem appropriate that He be the one
to establish its activities, its perimeters and parameters.

Just as God blessed, sanctified (Ezekiel 20:20; 44:24), and
made holy the Sabbath day (Genesis 2:1-3; Exodus 20:11), so man
is commanded to keep the Sabbath “holy” (Exodus 20:8; Deutero-
nomy 5:12) first by refraining from work (Exodus 20:10, Deutero-
nomy 5:14)."* The Sabbath is thus tobe a day of “complete rest, holy
to the Lord” (Exodus 81:15; cf. 20:10). The command to “observe”
the Sabbath (Deuteronomy 5:15) is a reference to man’s obligation
to keep his part of the covenant.'® The goal of the Sabbath is “to
keep it holy” (Deuteronomy 5:12; Exodus 20:8), that is, to conse-
crate it to the service of God."

Jeremiah indicated that destruction could be avoided if Israel
would respond in true repentance. This would be evidenced by
keeping the Sabbath holy and by doing no work upon it, by refrain-
ing from desecrating the day, or by carrying burdens upon it. If
Israel should respond thus, the Lord would keep His covenant
relationship with them and save them from destruction.®
Nehemiah also forbids any trade on the Sabbath. “He stopped the
foreign traders from peddling their wares on the Sabbath by closing
the gates of Jerusalem from sunset on Friday to sunset on Sabbath
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and made the winepress operators, farmers, fruit growers, and
transportation workers to sanctify the Sabbath.”'® Even the body
of Christ was not anointed on the Sabbath day, rather the women
rested1 on the Sabbath according to the commandment (Luke 23:55-
24:1).

The purpose of the Sabbath is that we might live (Ezekiel
20:13, 21). However, God resolves to pour out His wrath in the
annihilation of those who profane the Sabbath (Ezekiel 20:13, 21,
24; 23:38). Amos rebukes those who long for the Sabbath to be over
in order that they might go about their everyday business. The glory
of proper Sabbath observance is described in its fullness in Isaiah
58:13, 14. If man refrains from his own business affairs,'® from
doing his own ways and from conversation related thereto, then he
will be freed for joyful relationship with God. “The idea of delight
with regard to the Sabbath combines both worship of the Lord and
finding enjoyment through and in Him and what He provides hoth
spiritual and physical.”*®

The Sabbath was made for man (Mark 2:27). Its universality
is rooted in Creation and reinforced by the fact that as a sanctuary
in time it comes to everyone. Thus it was not established to be
observed by one nation, sect, or class. Rather its priviledges and
obligations are universal. The injunction to observe the Sabbath
includes sons and daughters, male and female servants, and even
guests (Exodus 20:10).%°

Obedience to the law of Sabbath observance is not an end in
itself. Rather, proper observance of the Sabbath provides a climate
for arelationship with God. The dedication of our time to God gives
Him priority in our lives.

Sabbath and the Authority of God’s Word

Ellen White points out that the Sabbath commandment is
unique, containing “the seal of God’s law.” It alone “brings to view
both the name and the title of the Lawgiver. It declares Him to be
the Creator of the heavens and the earth, and thus shows His claim
to reverence and worship above all others. Aside from this precept,
there is nothing in the decalogue to show by whose authority the
law is given.”?! 1

The arbitrariness of the Sabbath points to the authority of
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God’s Word. The Sabbath is to be kept simply because God hag
declared it. There is no other logical or natural reason for its
observance. Raoul Dederen has emphasized this point for us:

In an arbitrary manner God appointed that on the seventh day we
should come to rest with His creation in a particular way. He filled
this day with a content that is “uncontaminated” by anything related
to the cyclical changes of nature or the movements of the heavenly
bodies. That content is the idea of the absolute sovereignty of God, a
sovereignty unqualified even by an indirect cognizance of the natural
movements of time and rhythms of life. As the Christian takes heed
of the Sabbath day and keeps it holy, he does so purely in answer to
God’s command, and simply because God is his Creator. Thus, the
Sabbath command comes nearer to being a true measure of spiritu-
ality than any other of the commandments, and, as in the days of
Israel of old, it is often more of a test of loyalty to God than is any of
the others. To be willing on the Sabbath day to withdraw from the
tyranny of the world of things in order to meet the Lord of heaven
and earth in the quiet of our souls means to love God with all our
hearts, sculs, minds, and bodies.?

The Sabbath thus points to the absolute sovereignty of God
and His Word, a sovereignty unqualified even by an indirect cogni-
zance of the rule of other powers. As Sakae Kubo points out,
“ultimately the keeping of the Sabbath on the seventh day is an
active obedience and self-renouncing faith and the recognition of
God’s sovereignty over us.”?

Even the arbitrariness of the day is a safeguard to our experi-
ence with God. And it is an indication that God is God and man ig
man, and that man must not place himselfin a position whersby ho
attempts to manipulate God. To do so would be to create his own
idols.

If the purpose of the Sabbath is to be of service in the eg-
tasblishment of man’s relation with God, we may ask, Why was the
day arbitrarily designated by God? Suppose God had said, “Let ug
meet together once a week in fellowship and worship. You pick the
day and I'will be there.” The temptation for man to manipulate that
day would have been too great and the day would eventually havo
been crowded out by the everyday concerns of mankind. Thus it s
that God has established the day as a safeguard, as a reminder of'
our relationship with Him and He has established it in such a way
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so as to guard man against the problems of idolatry that come from
setting priorities ahead of God. The sovereignty of God’s Word is
preserved for those who willingly acknowledge the Lord of the
Sabbath. The Sabbath is thus an arbitrary “tree of knowledge of
good and evil in the midst of the garden.” It is a test of and a witness
to true allegiance to the God of the universe.

The seventh day is the day that God has separated from the
rest of the days (Genesis 2:3; Exodus 20:11), and thus the Sabbath
is designated as holy (Exodus 16:23; 31:14, 15; 35:2; Isaiah 58:13).*
The Sabbath is to be kept because God has so commanded (Deutero-
nomy 5:12). The Sabbath will be a test in the last days, dividing
between those who wish to give allegiance to God’s Word and those
who wish to give allegiance to other powers. Revelation 14 presents
a message calling man to worship Him who made heaven and the
earth and sea (vs. 7) and takes note of the final perseverance of the
saints who keep the commandments of God and have faith in Jesus
(vs. 12).%°

What are the implications if one who understands the God-
given significance of the Sabbath either rejects it or fails to observe
it as God has designed? In effect, such an one is saying, “God, I do
not believe You are the Creator, the Redeemer, nor the basis of any
future hope. I am placing confidence in myself and establishing
myself as authority, for I do not believe or accept the fact that You
have established a special day with specific perimeters and param-
eters as a time and a basis for the development of a mutual relation-
ship between us.” In effect, then, we are saying, “God, if a
relationship is to be developed, it must be upon my terms rather
than upon Yours.”

Sabbath a Safeguard to Man’s Relationship with God

Scripture points to the Sabbath as a representation of the
entire Christian life. In principle, it encompasses man’s entire
relationship with God. The Sabath holds together the past, present,
and future. It is an indication that God has acted on the behalf of
man in the past, that He is acting on man’s behalf in the present,
and that He will act for man in the future.

The Sabbath is like a hedge protecting man’s friendship with
God. God has given the Sabbath because He knows that those who
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worship meaningfully on that day will grow and mature in their
love-relationship with Him. The Sabbath becomes a hedge about
man’s relationship with God, first of all by providing the time that
is essential for the development of that relationship. The Sabbath
also clarifies the relation between God and man. It points to God as
the Creator in an age when man would like to fill that role in the
universe. In an age when man is ruled by the material, it points him
to the spiritual and to the personal. It lifts man above the humdrum
of mechanical living to real life that relates to God and man. What
are the implications of forgetting the Sabbath day to keep it holy?
Such a failure on the part of man can only lead to the distortion and
eventual destruction of his relation with God. For to do so is
virtually to forget that God is the Creator and to conceive of oneself
or someone else as the All-wise Planner and Designer. It is to forget
that Christ is the Redeemer and to place dependence by contrast
upon one’s own skills. And it is to ignore the fact that God is in
control of the future. God wants us to remember the Sabbath
because He wants us to remember Him. Thus, as Raoul Dederen
points out, “The Sabbath issue involves far more than the mechan-
ics of keeping the right day as a holy day of rest and worship.
Essentially, it is a matter of belief or disbelief in Jeses Christ as
Creator and Redeemer, as revealed in the Scripture; therefore it
bears upon the future orientation of one’s entire way of life.”? The
failure to observe the Sabbath as God designed finally means the
failure to accept the Word of God as authority in one’s life.

Since all human beings have been created by the hand of God,
since redemption and a heavenly home are part of God’s plan for
all human beings, the Sabbath is equally meaningful to the experi-
ence of all human beings—even modern human beings. Since these
things remain—the creation of God, the Creator-creature relation-
ship, man’s dependence upon God, redemption, a future heavenly
home, and the authority, Lordship, and love of Christ—there also
remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God. God said “remember”
because He wants human beings to remember Him—even twenti-
eth century human beings.
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