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Introduction 

Western culture has long been preoccupied with the keeping and the measuring of time. 

Today our technological societies require greater precision in time tracking than ever before. The 

scientific evolution of our world has reduced matters of time to chronometrical accuracy and has 

thus obscured the notion that time belongs to God. In his eternal and infinite wisdom, he gave us 

a command pertaining to time: “Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy” (Exodus 20:8).
1
 The 

Psalmist sings of the goodness of the commands of God: “Blessed are those whose way is 

blameless, who walk in the law of the LORD” (Psalm 119:1). Jesus upholds this command and is 

given the title “Lord of the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27-28, Matthew 12:8, and Luke 6:5). In the Great 

Commission, Jesus tells his disciples: “teach them [the disciples of all nations] to observe all that 

I have commanded you” (Matthew 28:20). Thus, in our day, the work of evangelization involves 

teaching the third commandment and declaring the blessing of sanctified time to a culture fixated 

on time.  

On several occasions in the last few years the Holy Spirit has led me to read about 

sabbath-keeping and to reflect on my own practices. He has thus made me more aware of the 

beauty and purpose of this command. My aim here is to show how the commandment to keep the 

Lord’s Day holy teaches, heals, and gives rest to the modern person. In this thesis, I will first 

examine the biblical teaching on the Lord’s Day, noting its roots in the Old Testament, its 

application in Jesus’ life, and its further development in the New Testament. Then I will observe 

the theological implications of the third commandment for the modern age. And finally, I shall 

propose five areas in which this commandment offers insight into the evangelization of our 

culture. 

                                                                    
1
 All the biblical quotations are taken from the Revised Standard Version of the Bible. 
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I. Biblical Teaching on the Lord’s Day 

A. Sabbath in the Old Testament 

The commandment to keep a day holy is rooted in the Old Testament command regarding 

the sabbath. The word “sabbath” means to rest or to cease and in all likelihood is derived from 

the Hebrew word “to stop.”
2
 Thirteen distinct passages

3
 instruct God’s people about the sabbath, 

revealing a rich tradition of making a day holy. From these texts we can identify three distinct 

reasons for keeping this day holy to the Lord. 

1. God Creates 

The first mention of the sabbath is at the beginning of the biblical narrative at the 

conclusion of the creation account. In Genesis 2:1-3, we hear that God himself rested on the 

seventh day. The first thing to note is that the author repeats several terms in the three short 

sentences of this passage: the seventh day (three times); God rested (twice); and the work which 

he had done (three times). The repetition of the “seventh day” highlights the significance of the 

day both because of the use of the number seven
4
 and because none of the other days in the 

creation account are mentioned more than once. A philological link between the word “sabbath” 

and “seven” in Hebrew noted by scholars
5
 further strengthens the connection between the 

                                                                    
2
“Sabbath,” in Allan C. Myers (ed.), The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans 

Publishing, 1987), 897. The consensus among scholars is this definition of the word. Minority views have proposed 

the Arabic thabat (referring to the stations of the moon) or the Accadian sabattu (the fifteenth day of the month: the 

full moon), or even that it is a derivation of the word seba (meaning seven) as other possible origins for the meaning 

of the word sabbath. Niels-Erik A. Andreasen, The Old Testament Sabbath – a Traditional-Historical Investigation 

(Society of Biblical Literature for the Form Criticism Seminar, 1972), 9. 
3
 Exodus 16, Exodus 20, Exodus 31, Leviticus 23, 24, Numbers 15, Numbers 28, Deuteronomy 5, 

Nehemiah 10, Nehemiah 13, Isaiah 56, Isaiah 58, Jeremiah 17. 
4
 The number seven is important in biblical numerology as it is “associated with completion, fulfillment, 

and perfection.” R.A. H. Gunner, “Numbers” in The New Bible Dictionary, ed. J. D. Douglas (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Eerdmans Publishing, 1962), 898. 
5
 As noted above (in footnote 2) by Niels-Erik A. Andreasen, The Old Testament Sabbath, 9; Joel F. 

Drinkard, “Number Systems and Number Symbols,” in The Holman Bible Dictionary, edited by Trent C. Butler 
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seventh day of creation and the sabbath. The term “rested” is contrasted with the work God did 

on the other days, and its primary sense is to “desist from work.”
6
 Finally, the word for work is 

the ordinary word for human work. Perhaps, as one commentator suggests, “this word was 

deliberately chosen to hint that man should stop his daily work on the seventh day.”
7
  

The second thing to note is that God hallows a day. The first thing made holy in the 

Scripture is a day, not a created physical thing or a place, as much of the hallowing will be in the 

rest of the Pentateuch, but a period of time. This means that the seventh day belongs to God in a 

special way.
8
 The biblical meaning of the fact that God rested and hallowed a day reveals the 

initial purpose of the sabbath. Keeping the sabbath means ceasing from work and orienting the 

day towards the Creator. This brief account of the first sabbath places the practice of keeping a 

day set apart within the very fabric of creation. The sabbath initially, in the order of revelation, is 

not a result of a special relationship with the God of the covenant, but is rather a part of the 

natural order of things. As Bruce Vawter writes, the author of Genesis is “declaring the Sabbath 

rest proper for men in general and not simply an important observance of Judaism.”
9
 

The theme of creation is then revisited in Exodus when the LORD instructs his people on a 

way of life: his third “word” in the Decalogue is to “remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy” 

(Exodus 20:8). The first part of this command is stated in the positive unlike most of the other 

ten commands. Verse 8 acts as a header for the fuller explanation of the commandment: Israel is 

to remember and to keep holy. The explanation for this commandment as it is given here in 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

(Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 1991), 1029-1030; Scott Hahn, Swear to God (New York: Doubleday, 

2004), 101-102. 
6
 Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15, Word Biblical Commentary (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1987), 35. 

7
 Wenham, Genesis 1-15, 35. 

8
 “The seventh day is the very first thing to be hallowed in Scripture, to acquire that special status that 

properly belongs to God alone. In this way Genesis emphasizes the sacredness of the Sabbath. Coupled with the 

threefold reference to God resting from all his work on that day, these verses give the clearest of hints of how man 

created in the divine image should conduct himself on the seventh day.” Wenham, Genesis 1-15, 36. 
9
 Bruce Vawter, On Genesis: A New Reading (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1977), 62. 
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Exodus is based on the example of creation when God rested on the seventh day. The people of 

God, as heirs of Adam and Eve, made in the image of the creator (Genesis 1:26-28), are to rest as 

well. Both this version of the third commandment and the one in Deuteronomy 5:12-15 list all 

the members of the household as being under this commandment. Vawter writes that “the later 

rabbis proposed the sabbath as a mark of man’s basic equality, since on that day all became one, 

rich and poor, those to whom leisure was a way of life and those for whom it was a surcease 

from backbreaking labor.”
10

 Brevard Childs affirms that the cause for the sabbath command in 

Exodus is the creative act of God and thus anchors this hallowing of the seventh day into the 

“very structure of the universe.”
11

 One Jewish commentator presents the sabbath observance 

described in Exodus as an “emulation of God’s activity” and the “quintessential expression of 

loyalty to God.”
12

  

The creation roots of the sabbath tell us four things. First, the rest commanded by God is 

for all human beings. Second, the seven day pattern of rest is in harmony with the order of the 

world and more specifically its Creator. Third, this commandment hearkens back to the goodness 

of the Creator and the goodness of creation itself. Keeping this day holy enables God’s people to 

be filled with awe at “the One who brought all things into being from nothing.”
13

 Fourth and last, 

the sabbath recalls a seventh day which in the creation account has no end. Unlike the other six 

days of creation, the description of the seventh day does not contain the expected formulaic 

                                                                    
10

 Vawter, On Genesis, 62. 
11

 Brevard S. Childs, The Book of Exodus (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1974), 415. 
12

 “The fact that Sabbath observance is an emulation of God’s activity and an acknowledgement of His 

creation of the world explains why observing it honors Him. It explains, too, why the Sabbath command is the 

longest in the Decalogue and why it is sometimes paired with the prohibition of idolatry: like the latter 

commandment, observing the Sabbath is one of the quintessential expressions of loyalty to God.”
 
Jeffrey H. Tigay, 

Deuteronomy, The JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1996), 68. 
13

 Dies Domini, 9. 
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conclusion
14

 which suggests an open end to the account. As Göran Larsson writes, “it is a day 

that transcends our temporal existence. It gives a taste of eternity.”
15

 

Joseph Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI) speaks of the “sabbath structure of creation.”
16

 He 

describes the sabbath as the day for worship which is a participation in the freedom of God. The 

sabbath points to the covenant in three different ways. First, the Scriptures tell us in Exodus 

31:16-17 that the sabbath is a sign for ever of the perpetual covenant. Second, the celebration of 

the sabbath, from a creation account perspective, is intended to remind and make present the 

truth that “the worship of God, his freedom, and his rest come first. Thus and only thus can the 

human being truly live.”
17

 The covenant reveals the love of God for his creatures and the sabbath 

is a means to remember this love. Third, Scott Hahn proposes audaciously that the word for 

“seventh” found in Genesis 2:2 is closely linked to the Hebrew word shava, which is the verb for 

swearing a covenant oath. He concludes that the sabbath is the first swearing of a covenant in the 

Old Testament: “The seventh day, then, was the sign of the covenant – the sacrament of the 

covenant. Its name was used synonymously with the covenant.”
18

 

Apart from the sabbath, all other measurements of time in the Scriptures are based on the 

natural and observable cycles of the created order such as days, months, seasons, and years. The 

sabbath is the only unit of time that is given by the word of God alone. The sabbath is a revealed 

unit of time. The creation account centered on God as creator is the first and primary motivation 

for keeping the sabbath in the Old Testament. 

                                                                    
14 

In Genesis 1, each day’s account is framed by the terms “God said” (1:3, 6, 9, 14, 20, 24) and “there was 

evening and there was morning” (1:5, 8, 13, 19, 23, 31) followed by the numbering of the day. The seventh day does 

not have this concluding term.
 

15
 Göran Larsson, Bound for Freedom: The Book of Exodus in Jewish and Christian Traditions (Peabody, 

MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1999), 148. 
16

 Benedict XVI, In the Beginning…: a Catholic Understanding of the Story of Creation and the 

Fall (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans, 1995), 30. 
17

 Ibid., 32. 
18

 Scott Hahn, Swear to God (New York: Doubleday, 2004), 102. 
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2. God Delivers 

When the LORD instructs Israel on the sabbath in Deuteronomy, the reason given for 

keeping this day holy is because God delivered Israel from Egypt (Deuteronomy 5:12-15). This 

second motivation for keeping the sabbath holy is rooted in God’s salvific action, as 

distinguished from his creative action. God’s redeeming work is to be remembered and the 

sabbath is the means by which Israel is to effect this calling to mind. On a weekly basis Israel 

must remember her Redeemer and all his wonderful works. This second reason for the sabbath is 

an extension of the first in the sense that deliverance is the work of re-creation of the fallen 

human race. Israel’s redemption from Egypt is a sign that the God who created all things is 

faithful to his promise and he desires to bring his people into the rest of the seventh day. Jeffrey 

Tigay offers another way of formulating the distinction between the Exodus and the 

Deuteronomy sabbath command: “Their references are not mutually exclusive but serve different 

functions: Exodus explains the origin of the Sabbath, while Deuteronomy explains its aims and 

offers a motive for observing it.”
19

 

In his commentary on this commandment, Pope John Paul II writes that to keep 

something holy means to remember. He goes further in declaring that the action of remembering 

is done through celebration.
20

 Many of the feasts of Israel, described in Leviticus 23, begin or 

end with a “sabbath of rest” and celebration that commemorate God’s action. In Nehemiah 8:9-

12, we read that celebration is the way to keep the feast day holy. God’s deliverance, 

remembered in the sabbath, is worthy of great celebration and thus the keeping of the day as holy 

means to celebrate on that day. Walter Bruggemann adds his voice to this view: “The celebration 

of a day of rest was, then, the announcement of trust in this God who is confident enough to rest. 

                                                                    
19

 Jeffrey H. Tigay, Deuteronomy, The JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication 

Society, 1996), 69. 
20

 Dies Domini, 16-17. 
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It was then and is now an assertion that life does not depend upon our feverish activity of self-

securing, but that there can be a pause in which life is given to us simply as a gift.”
21

 

3. God Provides 

The third reason given in the Old Testament for keeping a day holy is the importance of 

trusting in God. The story of miraculous provision of manna in the wilderness is punctuated by 

the command to rest from collecting the divine sustenance on the seventh day (Exodus 16:23-

29). Even before the third commandment is given, the practice of rest every seven days is 

instituted. The provision of manna was surely cause for trust in God, yet in his wisdom, he gives 

twice as much on the sixth day so that Israel would rest on the seventh day. On the seventh day, 

as the people enjoy the sabbath, they are to trust God even more, because their food is from him 

and will not fail them. Rest is instituted within the framework of complete trust in God for 

survival in the wilderness. Childs claims that this passage has a joyful ring to it: “The sabbath is 

not a day to go hungry and mourn. Rather Israel is to eat, for ‘today’ is God’s special day. Later 

tradition expanded greatly on the theme of the joy of the sabbath, but the kernel of the theme is 

already present in the manna story.”
22

 

We read in Exodus 31:14-17 that the sabbath is a sign forever of God’s sanctification, of 

his perpetual and irrevocable covenant with Israel.
23

 The author restates, in verse 15, the same 

reason for this commandment as found in Exodus 20, namely the Genesis 2 account of God 

resting on the seventh day. This is the third text that grounds the sabbath in the creation account. 

This Exodus passage also has several terms indicating the enduring quality of the sabbath: Israel 

is to keep the sabbath “throughout their generations” (verses 13 and 16); the sabbath is to be a 

                                                                    
21

 Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Atlanta, GA: John Knox Press, 1982), 35. 
22

 Childs, The Book of Exodus, 290. 
23

 Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) 2171. 
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“perpetual covenant” (verse 16) and a “sign for ever” (verse 17). This suggests an eternal 

sabbath.
24

 This passage on the sabbath follows a multi-chapter exposition of the building of the 

tabernacle which began in Exodus 25 and precedes the delivery of the covenant on the tablets of 

stone. The context is significant because the tabernacle is the spatial, physical dwelling place of 

God on earth, a God who makes covenant with his people and writes that covenant on tablets of 

stone. The sign of that covenant is the sabbath.
25

 In verse 18, the covenant is given on the tables 

of the testimony, but these do not last very long, as chapter 32 narrates Israel’s rebellion and 

Moses destroying the tables. The sabbath however is the sign that endures. The enduring quality 

of the third commandment is a reflection of the faithfulness and steadfastness of the God who 

makes covenant with his people. Keeping the sabbath holy is an expression of fidelity and trust 

in the living God. The sabbath is first a sign between God and Israel, so that Israel will know and 

remember, but it is also a sign to the surrounding nations that God has sanctified Israel.
26

 

As mentioned earlier, there are numerous other Old Testament passages referring to the 

sabbath. Isaiah, Jeremiah and Nehemiah all offer further insight into the understanding of the 

sabbath but due to the limited scope of this thesis, these passages will not be addressed here. I 

will now study the biblical teaching of the third commandment in the New Testament. 

                                                                    
24

 “To this day, the Jewish people continue to build their tabernacle in time every seventh day to recall and 

confess their covenant with God and to demonstrate their firm hope of final freedom. In this sanctuary they have 

found rest and refreshment for body and soul, strength and security even in most turbulent times, solidarity and unity 

in times of discord. Here they have dwelt in the presence of the Lord, who put a sign upon them by entering into an 

eternal covenant with them. Hence, the Sabbath will forever stand as a sign of both God’s and Israel’s faithfulness.” 

Larsson, Bound for Freedom, 244. 
25

 “But the actual sign of the covenant is the sabbath. There the observance of the sabbath and the building 

of the tabernacle are two sides of the same reality. Just as the sabbath is a surety of Israel’s sanctity (31:13), so the 

meeting of God with his people in the tabernacle serve the selfsame end (29:43). There can be no genuine tension 

between these two signs. The witness of the tabernacle and that of the sabbath both testify to God’s rule over his 

creation (31:17).” Childs, The Book of Exodus, 541-42. 
26

 Larsson, Bound for Freedom, 242. 
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B. Keeping the Lord’s Day in the New Testament 

I will first examine what the Gospels teach on the sabbath, namely by looking closely at 

Jesus’ actions on the sabbath, then I shall take note of what the Epistles say on the subject. Yong-

Eui Yang, in his work on the sabbath in the synoptic Gospels, writes that the sabbath passages are 

mainly Christological and eschatological in nature.
27

 These pericopes do not contain much on the 

observance of the sabbath nor the directive to transfer sabbath observance to the Lord’s Day (that 

is, the first day of the week, the day Jesus rose from the dead). As Benedict XVI points out, the 

question of “what does and does not belong to the sabbath is at the heart of Jesus’ differences 

with the people of Israel of his time.”
28

 All of the Gospel writers highlight the dispute between 

the Pharisees and Jesus on the issue of sabbath observance. At the heart of this controversy lies 

the stunning declaration
29

 that Jesus is the central reality of the sabbath and “the Lord of the 

Sabbath.” Jesus threatens the “sacred structure and imperils an essential element that cements the 

unity of the People of God.”
30

 

1. What Does Jesus Do on the Sabbath?  

Nine different episodes in Jesus’ life are recorded in the Gospels as having taken place on 

the sabbath. Three themes emerge from the study of these pericopes: healing, teaching, and 

resting.  

a) He Heals (and Delivers) 

Most of the passages (seven out of nine) that mention the sabbath involve some form of 

healing or deliverance. Five specific healings take place on the sabbath.  

                                                                    
27

 Yong-Eui Yang, Jesus and the Sabbath In Matthew's Gospel (Sheffield, Eng.: Sheffield Academic Press, 

1997), 306. 
28

 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2007), 106. 
29

 Mark 2:27-28, Matthew 12:8, and Luke 6:5. 
30

 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth, 111. 
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In Luke 4:31-39 (cf. Mark 1:21-31), Jesus heals the demoniac in Capernaum and then 

Simon’s mother-in-law. The healing of the demoniac highlights Jesus’ authority over the 

sickness born of the spiritual realm, while his healing of Simon’s relative underlines his authority 

over the sickness born of the physical realm. The combination of these two healings suggests a 

restoration of the created order by the One who created all things. We will examine the teaching 

aspect of these passages below. 

In Luke 13:10-17 he heals a woman who had been crippled for eighteen years. In this 

pericope Jesus connects this healing work with the unbinding of Satan’s work. She was crippled 

because of Satan and Jesus clearly makes a point of saying that he has freed her. This healing 

brings about a dispute regarding the proper use of the day. According to Jewish custom, at least 

as taught by the Pharisees, saving a life on the sabbath is a duty; caring for the seriously ill is 

permitted but only when they are in substantial pain in their whole body, and treating minor 

ailments is prohibited.
31

 This woman does not fit the tradition’s accepted sabbath healing 

practices. Therefore, Jesus seems to break the sabbath according to the Pharisees’ interpretation 

and he challenges their customs by declaring freedom from infirmity for a daughter of Abraham. 

When confronted about his presumed blatant sabbath law violation, Jesus (v. 15) points to the 

fact that the Jews of his day made exceptions to those same laws.
32

 Thus his healing challenges 

the way the Pharisees understood the sabbath. In this episode, Jesus reveals two principles 

regarding the sabbath. First, Jesus brings freedom from the slavery of Satan, as verse 16 

announces. This hearkens back to Deuteronomy 5 and the deliverance from slavery which the 

                                                                    
31

David H. Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary (Clarksville, MD: Jewish New Testament 

Publications, 1992), 117. Another commentator explains that “the prohibition of healing is assumed rather than 

argued in the various rabbinic writings, and the only exception to it is when life is in immediate danger.” 

Yang, Jesus and the Sabbath In Matthew's Gospel, 199. The rabbinic texts that contain these prohibitions date 

several centuries later than the New Testament but they very likely reflect the oral traditions of Jesus’ time. 
32

 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Gospel of Luke (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1991), 212 and 

214. 
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sabbath commemorates. Keeping the sabbath holy reminds us of the ongoing freedom from the 

slavery of Satan which our Redeemer wishes for all the sons and daughters of Abraham. Second, 

Jesus has authority to interpret the laws concerning the sabbath. This principle is repeated in 

many of the sabbath episodes. Jesus is the center of Israel’s sacred institution.
33

 

In Matthew 12:9-14 (cf. Mark 3:1-6 and Luke 6:6-11), Jesus enters the synagogue and 

heals a man with a withered hand. One commentator proposes that the man was placed in the 

synagogue as a test to see if Jesus would break the sabbath law.
34

 The withered hand clearly does 

not constitute a threat to life and therefore his healing constitutes a breaking of the Pharisaic 

halakhic law. Jesus uses this healing to point out the inconsistency of the sabbath laws and his 

answer to the Pharisees’ test is a bold proclamation
35

 that “it is lawful to do good on the sabbath” 

(Verse 12). This draws the ire of the Pharisees who then begin to plot to destroy Jesus. In all 

three versions of this incident (Matthew 12:14, Mark 3:6, and Luke 6:11), the manifestation of 

Jesus’ lordship of the sabbath concludes with the Pharisees’ response to seek Jesus’ destruction.  

In John 5:1-30, Jesus heals a paralytic by the pool of Bethesda. The name of the pool 

means house of pity or mercy.
36

 Perhaps John gives us the name to indicate both the mercy 

Christ shows to the paralytic and the kind of action appropriate for a day that is kept holy.
37

 This 

healing miracle resembles the one in Luke 13 in the sense that the person healed had long been 

ill and the miracle led to controversy about healing on the sabbath. The end of the passage shows 

another altercation between the Pharisees and Jesus on the issue of obeying the sabbath 

                                                                    
33

 Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth, 111. 
34

 Bas M. F. van Iersel, Mark: a Reader-response Commentary (Sheffield, Eng.: Sheffield Academic Press, 

1998), 160. 
35

 Yang, Jesus and the Sabbath In Matthew's Gospel, 205. 
36

 The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary, ed. Allan C. Myers (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing, 1987), 

s.v. “Bethesda” 141. 
37

 Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John (1-12) (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966), 206-

207. Brown shows that the exact name of the pool is not entirely certain. Thus the suggestion that the name of the 

pool has to do with the sabbath is made tentatively.  
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commandment. Jesus responds by defending his work on the sabbath and giving what Brown 

calls his “discourse on his sabbath work.”
38

 Brown proposes that there are two kinds of work 

which Jesus does on the sabbath: to give life and to judge. Jesus draws his argument for this from 

a Jewish understanding that divine activity on the sabbath did not cease. The work of God on the 

sabbath could be seen by the fact that life and death of men occurred on that day. Both the 

creation of life and its termination – with the ensuing judgment – belong to the realm of God’s 

work.
39

 Jesus’ defense of his healing work on the sabbath is also an assertion of his divinity (see 

John 5:19) which is recognized as such by the Pharisees and precipitates another wave of 

opposition against Jesus. The rest which God commands for the sabbath allows us to see the 

work of God and in particular the work of his Son: the bringing of life and the restoring of life. 

Already, in this passage, Jesus presents a hint of the resurrection by commanding the paralytic to 

rise, a foreshadowing of the resurrection power he will make available to all through his own 

resurrection. 

In John 9:13-17, Jesus heals a man who was blind from birth and is confronted for 

healing on the sabbath. Jesus’ action of making clay, anointing, healing a chronic condition, and 

washing are all understood to be forbidden as sabbath activity.
40

 John highlights the tension this 

produces among the Pharisees: either Jesus is a sinner because he transgresses the sabbath oral 

traditions or he is not a sinner because he performs such a sign. This healing proposes that Jesus 

has the authority to correct the current interpretation of the sabbath law and that he is able to 

restore the defects found in creation by healing blindness from birth.  

                                                                    
38

 Ibid., 212-221. 
39

 Ibid., 217. 
40

 R. Alan Culpepper, The Gospel and Letters of John (Nashville: Abingdon Press 1998), 176. 
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Jesus himself initiates all of the healings he performs on the sabbath.
41

 In all three 

synoptic Gospels he proclaims that he is lord of the sabbath (Matthew 12:8, Mark 2:28, and Luke 

6:5) and as such he rules over his enemy, the Devil, and all the effects of sin. This lordship 

inaugurates “the new creation by which humanity is restored to the fullness of life that God 

intended from the beginning,”
42

 a creation that is healed and able to receive the dwelling of God 

forever (Revelation 21:3-5). 

b) He Teaches  

Jesus is also on record, in both Mark and Luke, for teaching in the synagogue and at a 

Pharisee’s house. As with the healings, his teaching draws vehement opposition.  

We return to Mark 1:21-27 (cf. Luke 4:31-37), which we have already looked at in the 

context of the healing and deliverance that takes place on the sabbath. Here, Jesus, having just 

called the Apostles, begins his active ministry by teaching in the synagogue in Capernaum. The 

teaching is recognized as having authority. Mark tells us that this authority is greater than the 

scribes’ (verse 22) which is remarkable on two counts: first Jesus does not appear to have 

rabbinical training; second he claims authority directly from the Father (as John 12:44-50 makes 

clear).
43

 In the middle of this scene a man with an unclean spirit disrupts things and Jesus 

delivers him. The greatness of Jesus’ authority, in its divine origin, thus further manifests itself 

through the healing and deliverance from evil spirits. The audience recognizes the connection 

between Jesus’ teaching and his power over the evil spirit,
44

 which then suggests that the sabbath 

is a day suited to hearing the teaching of Christ and observing its power over evil. 
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In Mark 6:1-6 (cf. Luke 4:16-30), Jesus preaches in the synagogue in Nazareth on the 

sabbath but then marvels at his hometown’s lack of faith. Luke tells us that Jesus’ custom was to 

attend the synagogue on the sabbath. The sabbath is the day when the faith is taught during the 

assembly of the faithful. Through the reading from the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings, 

and through the teaching the rabbis gave following these readings, the assembly learned about 

the Lord. This pericope shows that Jesus adhered to the practices of his people and that he taught 

on the sabbath, even in his hometown.  

In Matthew 12:1-8 (cf. Mark 2:23-28 and Luke 6:1-5), the Pharisees question Jesus’ 

disciples for picking heads of grain on the sabbath. At the conclusion of his defense Jesus 

declares that he is Lord of the Sabbath (Matthew 12:8, Mark 2:28, and Luke 6:5). This startling 

statement is no less than a claim to divinity because it places him above a divine institution.
45

 

Yang notes that these passages use the sabbath as an illustration of what Jesus means when he 

says in Matthew 5:17-20 that he has come to fulfill the law. The law, according to Matthew 5:17-

20, has a prophetic role in salvation history which Christ fulfills. The law as given in the Old 

Testament is “incomplete and temporary”
46

 and Jesus’ first coming announces its fullness and 

permanence. Finally, the law announces the kingdom of heaven which requires a righteousness 

that exceeds the current Pharisaic legalism.
47

 Mark’s account of this episode adds the phrase in 

2:27 that “the sabbath was made for man, not man for the sabbath.” One explanation for this 

addition in Mark is that Jesus is extending the application of the sabbath beyond Israel and 
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making it applicable to all mankind.
48

 The central message of this sabbath episode is Jesus’ 

declaration of his authority as Lord of the Sabbath. 

In Luke 14:1-24, Jesus eats with Pharisees on a sabbath and heals a man with dropsy in 

their midst. The healing in this passage is described very briefly (in one verse, Luke 14:4) and 

seems to be mainly an occasion for Jesus teaching. Jesus uses the healing itself to teach about the 

nature of the sabbath (verses 3-6), then he gives a parable on humility (verses 7-14), and finally 

he concludes with a parable on the banquet invitation which is about the kingdom of God. As we 

have seen previously, Jesus is Lord of the Sabbath and thus has authority to interpret the 

commandment concerning the sabbath. Jesus “pulls out of the well” by his healing power the 

man with dropsy (in Greek hydropikos, meaning “full of water”)
49

 and justifies this to the 

Pharisees by asking them if they would not retrieve a son or an ox fallen into a well, presumably 

“full of water” (verse 5). The sabbath is for healing. In the parable on humility, Jesus speaks of a 

marriage feast (verse 8) that concludes with a radical lesson on the importance of humbling 

oneself. The marriage feast context, read in conjunction with Revelation 19 and the marriage of 

the Lamb, suggests an eschatological dimension to the sabbath. Jesus tells this parable because 

he notices how the guests surrounding him chose the places of honor. The marriage feast with its 

eternal significance becomes the context for the lesson of the moment. This sabbath meal is the 

time to hear the lesson on humility which is a character trait of those called to the eternal sabbath 

meal. Jesus then proceeds to teach his host and the guests about the great invitation of God to the 

kingdom of God. The sabbath is used by Jesus to make a proclamation of the kingdom through 

the parables. 

                                                                    
48

 Morna D. Hooker, The Gospel According to St. Mark (London: A & C Black, 1991), 104. 
49

 Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, 223. 



18 

 

c) He Rested from his Work of Salvation (i.e. in His Death) 

All four Gospels make a point of connecting Jesus’ death with sabbath rest as they 

indicate that the resurrection occurs after the sabbath (Matthew 28:1, Mark 15:42, 16:1, Luke 

23:54, 56, and John 19:31). The sabbath in these passages seems to be primarily a time marker 

for the reader to understand the chronology of the events surrounding the passion, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus. In John 19:30, the last recorded words of Jesus are: “It is finished.” 

Interpreting these words to be applied to his work of redemption, one might then view the 

sabbath references in the timeline to suggest that the work of re-creation is complete and that 

God once again rests on the seventh day. This particular sabbath rest at the end of holy week is 

the final seventh day which is the day he rests in death. Brown writes that “the work is now 

finished, and the Sabbath that begins after Jesus’ death is the Sabbath of eternal rest.”
50

 This rest 

is the “last of the Old Dispensation (which passed finally with Jesus’ resurrection).”
51

 Jesus’ 

bodily earthly ministry is complete, the Savior of the World now rests in death before rising on 

the eighth day, the Lord’s Day. The old creation is complete, the new creation can now begin.  

2. Other NT Teaching on the Lord’s Day 

a) Entering into God’s Rest 

The author of Hebrews warns “while the promise of entering his rest remains, let us fear 

lest any of you be judged” (Hebrews 4:1), and exhorts his readers to “strive to enter that rest” 

(Heb 4:11). As one commentator puts it, the hortatory subjunctives in both these verses suggest 

an inclusio which contains both a warning and a promise that shed light on the image of the 

sabbath.
52

 The promise of entering into God’s rest is an encouragement to hope and to persevere 
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in faith. The warning is the example of Israel who did not receive the promise because of 

judgment and disobedience. The promise and warning frame the discussion for the new Israel to 

live in hope of a homeland that is God’s rest. The New Testament church is the spiritual Israel 

which looks to earthly Israel in the Old Testament to understand her roots. In the old covenant, 

Israel did not enter God’s rest because of her lack of faith (verse 2) and her disobedience (verse 

6). Yet verses 8-10 point to a day in the future when God’s people will enter into his rest, the rest 

of the seventh day alluded to in verse 4. Rest in the Old Testament has many different meanings: 

the land of Canaan, the temple, the place of God’s dwelling.
53

 While the sense of rest in the Old 

Testament is in the realm of promise, in the New Testament the sense of rest is fulfilled. This is 

observed when Jesus invites all who labor and are heavy laden to enter his rest (Matthew 

11:28).
54

 Guthrie explains that the rest described in the Hebrews passage has two noteworthy 

meanings. First, because of the verb tenses used in verse 3 and the contrast with ancient Israel 

highlighted by the use of Psalm 95, “the rest he [the author of the letter] is thinking of is an 

experience already in process of being fulfilled. […] It is an essential part of the present reality 

for Christians.”
55

 This rest is not simply to come but is already present for the believer. Second, 

the word sabbatismos in verse 9 shows that God’s rest is connected with the sabbath in some 

way.
56

 We can identify a third sense of rest, namely, a future reality that is conveyed by the 

exhortation in verse 11
57

 and the sense of promise
58

 contained in the term katapausis (“rest”). 

                                                                    
53

 Thompson, Hebrews, 84. 
54

 J.G. Thomson, “Rest” in The New Bible Dictionary, ed. J. D. Douglas (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans 

Publishing, 1962), 1085. 
55

 Donald Guthrie, Hebrews (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1983), 112. 
56

 Ibid., 116. 
57

 “Thus ‘sabbath rest’ combines in itself creation-commemoration, salvation-experience, and eschaton-

anticipation as the community of faith moves towards the final consummation of total restoration and rest.” Gerhard 

Hasel, “Sabbath,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 5, ed. David Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 

856. 
58

Gerhard Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vol. 3, Translator and Editor: Geoffrey W. 

Bromiley, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964), 627. “Comprehensive reflection on these two facts [that Joshua had 



20 

 

The rest spoken of here is participation in the divine life
59

 entered into through baptism 

and faith where we as sons and daughters participate in the sabbath rest of our Father.
60

 This 

perspective highlights the “already and not yet” reality that we live in.
61

 Keeping the Lord’s Day 

holy through worship, particularly in the dominical assembly of the people of God, is an 

expression of the believer’s faith, a visible participation in the sabbath rest that we experience 

now in part but also await for full completion.  

b) A Day to Be “In the Spirit” 

The only reference to the “Lord’s Day” in the New Testament is found in Revelation 

1:10. This is the first instance of the term “Lord’s Day” in Christian literature, although by the 

second century its use to designate the first day of the week, Sunday, was commonplace.
62

 In the 

introduction to the book John says that he was “in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day” (Revelation 

1:10). We are thus led to conclude that John’s revelation contained in that book occurred on the 

Lord’s Day. This suggestion on John’s part that Sunday is an important day for hearing the LORD 

is relevant to our topic. Keeping the Lord’s Day holy involves an active listening to God who 
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wishes to speak to his creatures through the Spirit. The imagery and message of the book of 

Revelation are complicated and mysterious, yet they do bear witness to the reality that the Spirit 

wishes to speak to every generation of Christians to direct and guide them through the trials and 

tribulations of the age. The Lord’s Day seems to be a special time in which the Spirit speaks to 

His Church. Hahn, interpreting the idea that earthly liturgy is a foretaste of the heavenly 

liturgy,
63

 proposes that the entire book of Revelation points to the Mass. The Sunday liturgy is 

the “clean, well-lighted place where John had his vision: worship in the Spirit on the Lord’s 

day.”
64

  

3. From Sabbath to the Lord’s Day 

The early church transferred the fulfillment of the sabbath commandment, the 

understanding of its beautiful purpose in the economy of salvation, and its various practices to 

Sunday, the first day of the week (that is, the Lord’s Day). The resurrection of Jesus on the first 

day of the week was such a momentous event in the history of creation that “for Christians this 

‘first day’ – the beginning of the creation – became the ‘Lord’s day.’ The essential elements of 

the Old Testament sabbath then naturally passed over to the Lord’s Day in the context of table 

fellowship with Jesus.”
65

 John Paul II summarizes the Church Fathers’ view that the eighth day 

is the image for eternity. It is “that truly singular day which will follow the present time, the day 

without end which will know neither evening nor morning, the imperishable age which will 

never grow old.”
66

 As we have already seen, the kernel of the eternal sabbath is already found in 

the Old Testament interpretation. 
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The Church affirms that the resurrection on the eighth day transforms the spiritual truth 

regarding the Jewish sabbath into the keeping of Sunday as the Lord’s Day.
67

 In light of the 

Paschal Mystery, “the meaning of the Old Testament precept concerning the Lord's Day is 

recovered, perfected, and fully revealed in the glory which shines on the face of the Risen 

Christ.”
68

 The reasons for the transference of the sabbath to the Lord’s Day are threefold. First, 

the resurrection stands as “first of all days,”
69

 as the day of highest importance, “at the heart of 

all worship.”
70

 Second, Christ has ushered in a new creation through his passion, death and 

resurrection. This is the day of light, the day of salvation, the day in which Christians are called 

to remember their rebirth.
71

 Third, the Christians of the early church seemed to have made 

Sunday the primary day of worship.
72

 Most Christians have accepted this transference although 

there remain some groups that hold to a seventh-day sabbath practice.
73
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II. Theological Implications of the Third Commandment 

From this brief review of the biblical foundations for the third commandment, I pose the 

question: what then are we to do to observe this commandment to keep the Lord’s Day holy? 

Four theological implications of this commandment may be drawn from the biblical analysis: 

time is made holy, worship is the heart of Sunday, the command means rest from work, and 

generosity is a way of life. 

A. Sanctification of Time 

1. Philosophical and Human Perspective 

a) Sanctifying Time Gives Meaning to its Passing 

From an existential perspective, we experience the passing of time as a day-to-day 

reality. The cycle is profane and seemingly unstoppable. The lack of a spiritual dimension to 

time leaves human beings with a despair-inducing sense that all time is the same. Time simply 

flows ad nauseam until our existence ceases. The practice of keeping the Lord’s Day holy 

sanctifies the experience of the passing of time and gives meaning to its passing. Every seventh 

day is different from the others because the activities and the reasons for these are more directly 

centered on God and on worship than on the other six days of the week. The uniqueness of this 

day both punctuates the flow of time and gives occasion for pause and reflection on the rest of 

time.  

Dorothy Bass in her essay entitled Christian Formation in and for Sabbath Rest writes 

that “how persons live within time says a great deal about who they think they are and what they 

take their deepest needs to be. So thinking about patterns of time necessarily leads to reflection 
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on an entire way of life.”
74

 Sanctifying time is a pattern that emerges from a way of life that is 

oriented towards God. The practice of keeping the Lord’s Day holy reveals the centrality of 

one’s relationship with the One who rested on the seventh day. The practice brings meaning to 

the passing of time and to the lives of those who keep the day holy. 

b) Human Understanding of Time Is Spiritual 

The earliest Greek records show that time was kept in reference to religious festivals.
75

 In 

traditional non-Western cultures, still today, the cyclical notion of time is based on the rhythms 

of nature and of the sacred.
76

 The use of religious festivals to keep time is still done today in 

many western cultures. Many of the significant “moments” of a secular year in most western 

societies are still tied to religious (Christian) festivals: Christmas, Easter, Thanksgiving in the 

U.S., All Saints in Europe. Secular societies, without acknowledging it explicitly, still rely on a 

spiritual sense of time. 

While today the passing of time is measured by physical instruments, the individual 

human sense of time is reckoned via spiritual events in life: birth, schooling, graduation, 

significant relationships (marriage), having children, the death of loved ones, significant crises in 

society and personal life, and accomplishments (professional and personal). While all of these 

are purely natural human occurrences, they are significant spiritual moments as well, whether 

acknowledged as such or not. 
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2. Sunday Observances Point to a New Understanding of Time 

a) The Heart of Time 

Jesus Christ is the Alpha and the Omega (Revelation 1:8, 21:6, and 22:13), the Beginning 

and the End. One cannot understand these titles given to Christ without seeing an implication 

about time. Jesus is the Lord of time, as his title “Lord of the Sabbath” indicates in Mark 2:28, 

and his life and work stand at its center.
77

 The very core of our understanding of time is a person. 

His life, his work, and his relationship to us are central to explicating the purpose of time. By 

keeping the Lord’s Day holy, setting aside Sunday as the day of Christ, the faithful son and 

daughter of God places his or her gaze upon this mystery. Jesus Christ gives meaning to time 

because he stands at its center.  

b) The Meaning of Time 

Sunday is a weekly Easter because it recalls and makes present the day that Jesus rose 

from the dead. The central reality of Easter points to the true meaning of the passing of time: 

Christ will return. In his resurrection, Jesus conquers the decay that affects all of creation, 

namely death. His return will end the passing of time as we know it. In celebrating the 

resurrection on a weekly basis we acknowledge the meaning of time in its final end: the return of 

Christ. John Paul II writes that Christians have the key to hope: “Keeping Sunday holy is the 

important witness which they are called to bear, so that every stage of human history will be 

upheld by hope.”
78

 

The emphasis on the Paschal Mystery found in the Sunday liturgy enables the faithful to 

enter into a mystery that makes time “visible” to the mind, to the memory, and to the senses. 
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Augustine in his classic work, The Confessions, reflects on the nature of time. He associates the 

three kinds of time (past, present and future) with the activity of the mind: “the present of past 

things is memory, the present of present things is attention, and the present of future things is 

expectation.”
79

 The singing, the prayer, and the liturgical actions at Mass all contribute to 

engaging the memory, the attention, and the expectation of the whole person. The mystery of 

time and its Creator are glimpsed in the liturgy.
80

 Robert Sherman writes that the Sabbath 

“intimates their [all other days’] meaning and direction, and thus the meaning and direction of all 

time.”
81

 Furthermore, we can only comprehend the meaning of time if we allow God to teach us 

and we align ourselves with his purposes. Keeping the Lord’s Day holy is the means that God 

uses to teach us about the meaning of time. 

c) The Measure of Time 

From a Christian perspective, Sunday is the marker of the liturgical year. The cycle of the 

Christian seasons goes from Sunday to Sunday. Most of the significant feasts of the year and 

notably the ones commemorating the great saving events of the Christian people (Easter and 

Pentecost) take place on Sundays.
82

 The Lord’s Day marks the passing of time and could be 

called the unit of time. Benedict XVI writes that “Sunday is thus, for the Christian, time’s proper 

measure, the temporal measure of his life.”
83

 Keeping the Lord’s Day holy fixes human life on 

the weekly celebration of the resurrection and brings about a weekly Easter focus that is the 
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hallmark of the Christian people.
84

 In American culture, Sunday is an important symbol. 

Historian Alexis McCrossen writes that in the last three centuries “as a marker of time, Sunday 

held especially redolent meanings. Sunday helped to differentiate religious from mundane time, 

holy day from holiday, work from rest.”
85

 She then notes that in the latter part of the twentieth 

century, Sunday’s distinctiveness has been lost and its power as a time-marking symbol has 

decreased. Nonetheless, the historical importance of Sunday in this culture reveals that Sunday 

has a time-marking quality.  

d) The Custodian of Time 

The practice of keeping the Lord’s Day holy gives the follower of Jesus Christ a new role 

vis-à-vis time. As Benedict XVI eloquently writes: “Sunday is the primordial holy day, when all 

believers, wherever they are found, can become heralds and guardians of the true meaning of 

time.”
86

 Our role as custodians of time is to center our time-bound activities, our understanding 

of the passing of time, and our memory on the realities of faith. The particular practices of 

keeping the Lord’s Day holy, especially in setting aside the day for the worship of God, are 

significant because they enable us to experience this guardianship of the true meaning of time. 

We become heralds in this custody when we present to our fellow humans the centrality of Christ 

in understanding time. 

Philosopher Josef Pieper compares the Temple and its relation to space with worship and 

its relation to time.
87

 This idea is no doubt drawn from Jewish tradition, as Jewish philosopher 
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Abraham Heschel illustrates in describing the sabbath as a “palace in time.”
88

 Perhaps we might 

extend this analogy to support the idea that the Christian is a custodian of time. As the people of 

Israel were given custody for the God’s presence in the Temple, so too the people of God are 

custodians of time in their keeping the Lord’s Day holy. 

3. Making Time Holy Teaches Us About Holiness 

God declared the seventh day to be holy. Thus, time is the first thing that is made holy in 

the bible. Larsson describes the concept of holiness in the Old Testament as applied to time, to 

space, and to a people, but “holiness in time takes precedence.”
89

 God makes time as part of the 

order of creation and then he teaches the first humans to understand holiness through the keeping 

of the sabbath. In our observance of the commandment we learn the meaning of holiness. 

The sanctification of time, brought about by the observance of this commandment, draws 

us into the mystery of holiness and into the very mystery of the Eternal God. Time is the 

exclusive domain of God. Heschel persuasively writes about this. Unlike space which the 

modern person seems to have triumphed over, “time is beyond our reach, beyond our power. It is 

both near and far, intrinsic to all experience and transcending all experience. It belongs 

exclusively to God.”
90

 In setting aside the day as sacred, different, other, we enter His domain 

and can begin to learn about the holiness that comes from Him. 
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B. A Day for Worship: the Positive Enjoinment of this Commandment  

The faithful make the Lord’s Day holy first and foremost through their worship. To offer 

praise, adoration, sacrifice, and thanksgiving is the activity most often recognized as the positive 

aspect of the third commandment. 

1. Worship Makes Visible the People of God 

Christians are to gather on Sunday for an assembly, as the People of God. The Sunday 

Eucharist is a witness of several important realities already described in the previous section, 

namely God’s holiness, his salvific work, our belonging to Him, and our faithfulness in response 

to God’s initiative in our own lives.
91

 Worship has a corporate dimension which is important to 

express in an age of increasing individualism and of family disintegration. 

Worship is the expression of the unity of God’s people. By gathering in one place and 

following one ordered act of worship, the Christian can experience the unity of Church through 

all the human senses. As the Catechism puts it one “cannot pray at home as at church.”
92

  

Pieper examines the role of worship in Leisure the Basis of Culture. His perspicacious 

reflection on Christian cultus proposes that Sunday worship goes even further than making 

visible the people of God and its unity but makes visible the endless celebration of heaven.
93

  

2. Worship Is a Feast 

The weekly Sunday liturgy is a banquet, a feast in which eternal realities are made 

manifest, a table that gathers God’s people for a “word and the Bread of Life.”
94

 The Word is 
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proclaimed, announcing the good news of Jesus Christ. The Eucharist is a festal meal that 

hearkens back to God’s provision in the wilderness, when God gave manna and water to his 

people as they wandered. The Sunday liturgy also points forward in time to the banquet of the 

Lamb in heaven. This feasting component of worship is meant to carry into the rest of the day 

that has been set aside as holy. The Lord’s Day in this light offers us both “the time and the 

reasons for worshipping God”
95

 with joy and gladness. 

Pieper writes that the heart of culture is found in understanding leisure. We will examine 

this a little further in the application of the Lord’s Day to the New Evangelization in the meaning 

of work. He further writes: “if celebration and festival are the heart of leisure, then leisure would 

derive its innermost possibility and justification from the very source whence festival and 

celebration derive theirs. And this is worship.”
96

 The feasting and celebration proper to worship 

are a culture’s expression of its relationship with its source – the living God. If worship is at the 

core of human culture, then keeping the Lord’s Day holy, most notably in its feasting practices, 

is an indication of the culture’s relationship with God .  

3. Worship Is Learned 

The commandments have a didactic purpose for God’s people: they are a summary of the 

new way of life.
97

 In the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7), Jesus further teaches God’s sons 

and daughters on the good way to live. As we have already seen, the third commandment teaches 

us about holiness and celebration. Markus Bockmuehl posits that one of the ramifications of the 

third commandment is to learn how to pray. “Prayer is the hallowing of time. […] And this 
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hallowing of time centers on the hallowing of God’s name.”
98

 Through repentance, through 

celebration and song, through intercession and the Lord’s Prayer, the Sunday liturgy is the 

central moment of prayer for God’s People. This work of the people in prayer is the heart of 

Sunday and it leads into the rest of a day consecrated to the Lord.
99

  

C. A Day for Rest: the Negative Enjoinment of this Commandment 

The Lord’s Day is a day for rest. This day is marked out especially to cease from profane 

and ordinary activities so that one can understand the nature of work, of true rest, and of the all-

sufficient God’s providence. 

1. Rediscovering Work 

From God’s perspective, as clearly repeated in the first two chapters of Genesis, work is 

good. God declares good the work of His own hands. “Man, created in the image of God, shares 

by his own work in the activity of the Creator”
100

 and this participation in God’s creative power 

is also good. As with many things in human life, it takes cessation to gain a bit of distance and 

appreciate the activity that has ceased. Resting and ceasing from our work allows us to recognize 

the goodness of our labor and give thanks to God for it. Sociologist Max Weber writes in the 

second half of the twentieth century that the changes in society’s understanding of time have so 

impacted its understanding of work, that work has trapped the modern person in an “iron 
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cage.”
101

 Against this false view of work, Ruy Costa proposes that the “sabbath keeping is an 

expression of ‘alterity’: a philosophical and ethical concept conceived at the margins of 

modernity as a tool of reflection on its totality. ‘24/7’ is the new time totality. Sabbath keeping is 

its alterity”
102

 or alternative. In ceasing from work on the Lord’s Day, the modern person breaks 

the iron cage of work by refusing to be imprisoned by its demands.
103

  

Pieper quotes Aquinas who wrote that acedia (sloth) was a direct violation of the third 

commandment.
104

 Idleness and despair are forms of acedia which have no place in the positive 

notion of ceasing from work.
105

 Pieper writes that “work itself, when deprived of its counterparts 

genuine festivity and true leisure, becomes inhuman.”
106

 Keeping the Lord’s Day holy, as a 

counterpart to the work days, is an expression of this genuine festivity and true leisure, as we 

will examine shortly. Here, however, I note that keeping the Lord’s Day holy brings about a 

humanizing element to work and thus helps the modern person rediscover work. 

2. True Rest 

This rest is distinguished from a secular view of rest which places a high value on 

individual entertainment and physical rest. Certainly these forms of rest have a place in human 

life; however, the human heart needs a truer and more “productive” rest. John Paul II describes 

three elements of this true rest for the human heart that I wish to highlight here.  
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The first is that this rest needs to be a guiding principle for human activity. This rest must 

enable the person to evaluate and perceive spiritually the true value of his or her activity. By 

interrupting the oppressive rhythm of work, the disciple can reorder his or her personal life 

enlightened by a proper perspective with regards to material things.
107

 

The second element of true rest is that it needs to be a guiding principle for the 

boundaries of the world and its commerce. Rest should inform the believer of his or her 

engagement with the affairs of the world and enable him or her to judge the quality of that 

engagement.
108

 

The third element of true rest is to provide healing from the loneliness endemic to 

modern technological society. This form of rest contains an invitation to be with others, a 

concern for the relational aspect of human life.
109

 

This form of true rest is not inactivity per say but rather a “gaze full of joyous delight.”
110

 

3. A Witness to the Primacy of God 

The keeping of the Lord’s Day holy has prophetic value. First and foremost it announces 

to society the primacy of God in small but visible ways. By avoiding commerce and work on the 

Lord’s Day, Christians declare their reliance on the Lord in financial matters and mundane 

matters. Secondly it proclaims in a prophetic way the primacy of the dignity of the human person 

over and against the “demands of social and economic life.”
111

 Since earliest times people have 

struggled with the demands of the market, namely to produce and sell as much as possible – and 

if need be, to do so on the sabbath as we read in the prophets in the Old Testament (Nehemiah 

13:14-22; Jeremiah 17:19-27; Amos 8:5). In engaging activities on Sunday that center on 
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relationship with God and on those in need, the dignity of the human person is declared to be of 

higher value than the commerce of everyday.  

Marva Dawn proposes audaciously that recovering “the command to keep the sabbath 

might help our Christian communities to restore the other commandments.”
112

 When observed 

properly the third commandment might aid us greatly in loving our neighbor and thus witnessing 

the primacy of Jesus Christ to our culture around us.  

D. Generosity: the Connection Between Tithing and Keeping the Lord’s Day Holy 

1. Offering to the LORD 

In order to keep a day holy, one must orient the activities of the day towards the source of 

holiness. This orienting of activities can also be seen as a giving away of one’s personal time and 

preferences in order to do things for the one to whom the time is given. In other words, keeping 

the Lord’s Day holy implies a giving away of “time” to the Lord, an offering of time to God. 

Keeping the Lord’s Day holy is to time what tithing is to wealth. The act of setting aside a day 

for the Lord is an offering, a gift, a sacrifice, an act of worship. The process of learning to give 

away a day every week is a kind of discipleship habit which will become a virtue over time. The 

virtue of generosity is thereby strengthened as the faithful keep the Lord’s Day. 

The offering made to God on a Sunday is more than simply activity and time. As the 

Catechism states, “Sunday is a time for reflection, silence, cultivation of the mind, and 

meditation.”
113

 These activities recommended for Sunday are acts which, in the light of Christian 

revelation, can be understood as self-giving and genuine offering of life to the Lord.  
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The Christian recognizes that all good things come from God’s provision including the 

time he or she is given to use. A tithe of that time to the Giver of good gifts (James 1:17) is the 

response of generosity brought about by the faithful living of the third commandment. 

2. Solidarity with Others 

In Jesus’ time, the observance of the sabbath carried an orientation towards generosity. In 

remembering God’s work of creation and redemption, the Jewish people understood the 

dimension of generosity needed for a common way of life. Rabbi Asher Finkel, in his comments 

on Jesus’ preaching in the synagogue, connects the sabbath demands with the command to love 

others by giving to them.
114

 The afternoon prayer for the sabbath day suggests this.
115

 The 

Catechism and Dies Domini echo this notion by saying that giving to others is a way of making 

the day holy.
116

 Traditionally, Sunday is “made holy” by good works and humble service of the 

sick, the infirm and the elderly.
117

 Sunday is also sanctified by giving time to family and 

strengthening familial relationships. This orientation to others in the activities of the day requires 

a generous disposition and a readiness on the part of the faithful to put others first before oneself. 
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III. The Significance of the Third Commandment for the New 

Evangelization 

The Oxford English dictionary defines evangelization as the act of “proclaiming the 

Gospel” or “preaching the Gospel.”
118 

To evangelize is to announce the Good News of Jesus 

Christ. The process of evangelization involves both a proclamation and a reception of this Good 

News in the life of the hearer. In Evangelii Nuntiandi, Pope Paul VI writes that evangelizing is at 

the heart of the Church’s identity, yet it is a “complex process made up of varied elements: the 

renewal of humanity, witness, explicit proclamation, inner adherence, entry into the community, 

acceptance of signs, apostolic initiative.”
119

  

The work of evangelization encompasses much of the activity of the Church in the 

modern world. In Redemptoris Missio, Blessed John Paul II writes of a “new evangelization” or 

a “re-evangelization” of countries that once had Christian roots but are no longer living and 

practicing their faith. Thus the task of evangelization is not simply to the nations “out there” (to 

the East and to the South)
120

 but also to the peoples of the once Christian nations and the newer 

nations. What then does the third commandment contribute to the understanding of this New 

Evangelization? The answer lies in examining how this commandment re-invigorates and 

strengthens a Christian culture in the modern age. As Benedict writes, “the fight for Sunday is 

another of the Church’s major concerns in the present day, when there is so much to upset the 

rhythm of time that sustains community.”
121

 Sigve Tonstad proposes that the seventh day has a 

theological, historical, and existential meaning for man and thus is a “meaning-making resource, 
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capable of meeting the challenges of the human quest for purpose and hope in the present.”
122

 

Bass writes that “there has rarely been a time when awareness of the human need for Sabbath has 

been greater, or the church’s call to address that need more urgent.”
123 

 

In this section I will examine five ways in which the third commandment could 

contribute to the new evangelization. First, pertaining to time, this commandment offers insight 

for handling the fragmentation of life, the challenge of new technologies, and the search for 

meaning of the passing of time in the modern person’s life. Second, this commandment helps 

people remember their roots and the importance of relational connectedness. Third, keeping the 

Lord’s Day holy proposes a fresh understanding of the meaning of work. Fourth, this precept 

presents opportunities for growth in character, namely in generosity and in expressing joy. Fifth, 

and finally, this command offers an opportunity for dialogue and proclamation of the Good 

News to the other monotheistic peoples, the Jews and the Muslims. 

A. Time  

1. Fragmentation of Life 

The command to worship and to rest has something very significant to say to the modern 

person who lives a fragmented life. The harrying nature of multitasking and of multiple forms of 

communication can lead the young especially to lose track of their purpose and direction in life. 

The ever-present and relatively low-cost forms of available entertainment further accentuate the 

fragmented experience of life for modern people. Thus the multitude of voices and the frenetic 

pace of technological society are significant factors in fragmenting normal life for the western 
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person. The commercializing trends of a culture where time is money
124

 and consumption its 

currency also contribute to the fragmented experience of life. Bass notes that “it is not the lack of 

time but rather its formlessness that is the troubling scenario. One can see human lives becoming 

ever more fully detached from nature, from community, and from a sense of belonging to a story 

that extends beyond one’s own span of years.”
125

 

A day that is clearly and consciously set apart can provide an antidote to these 

dehumanizing influences. In the act of worship, believers are prompted to lift their gaze towards 

God and his heavenly dwelling place. The rest achieved by ceasing their constant productivity 

allows men and women to re-center their lives on their true end: relationship with the living God. 

Time set aside for that relationship is tremendously needed in this day and age. 

2. New Technologies 

The advent of the Internet and numerous new technologies
126

 in the world of 

communication and productivity have increased the individualizing trends in western culture. 

Blogging promotes the tendency to highly value oneself and one’s opinions. Social networking 

increases a solitary form of relating by confining the interaction with others to a screen and by 

removing the need for simultaneous connection. Tweeting has a narcissistic effect: people care 

about the things that I do so I need to inform them of the minutia of my schedule. Internet search 

engines cater to advanced personalized profiles to match the individual’s preferences. Cell 

phones, and smart phones in particular, regularly detach a person’s attention from the 

environment he or she is in. Email blurs the natural barriers of work and personal life for many 
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individuals in the workplace. The positive effects and benefits of these technologies are 

numerous; however, one cannot ignore the individualizing and atomizing effect these have on 

people. 

The various practices involved in keeping the Lord’s Day holy can also address the 

challenge the young face in handling new technologies and media. The relevant wisdom of this 

commandment abides in is its emphasis on worship and relationships with others, neither of 

which are inherent in the new technologies. The day that calls for communal activities centered 

on prayer, reflection, and relationships is an aid to reverse the cultural trends of 

individualization. Keeping the Lord’s Day holy requires a spiritual power that is far more 

sustaining to human life than the battery, the screen, and the network. A day that is focused on 

the relationships close at hand, in the flesh, will counter the isolating work of six days spent 

tethered to the information superhighway.  

3. Finding Meaning in the Passing of Time 

Many an observer of modern life notes the increasing pace of life in the West. The 

historian harkens to past societies when time seemed to move “slower” than now. The scientist 

welcomes the increased pace of discovery as progress. The philosopher remarks that new ideas 

are revolutionizing. Sociologists Peter and Brigitte Berger worry about “the homeless mind” of 

modern man and note that the superimposition of the wristwatch and the calendar on more 

ancient modes of temporality contributes to the destabilizing of enduring human time-

consciousness.
127

 Ancient modes of keeping time relied on the natural rhythms of agrarian work 

(hours of daylight and the seasons), on the rhythms of the community (shared space with 

extended family and the relationships with those in close proximity), and on the rhythms of the 
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local customs (religious or social). This is observable today in the traditional societies of Latin 

America and Africa where the two modes of temporality are still distinguishable. Non-western 

societies observe the frenetic pace of life in many industrialized western nations and are puzzled 

by this. Fast, instant, new, quick, busy, hectic, full are many of the adjectives used to describe the 

passing of time. Jacques Ellul proposes that efficiency has become the sole criterion of value in 

technological society, yet he perspicaciously notes that “leisure is the respiratory function of the 

system. It is the function that lets us breathe, the escape hatch that gives the illusion of 

freedom.”
128

 The meaning of time is seemingly lost in the West. 

The human heart needs to punctuate its rhythms and its sense of time. The regular ceasing 

from the humdrum and tedium of ordinary life offers an opportunity to contemplate the meaning 

of its passing. Perhaps more importantly, the observance of the Lord’s Day enables the Christian 

to accept and receive the truth that all time belongs to the Lord. It provides a redeemed 

perspective to the notion that tempus fugit (“time flies”). This practice can induce hope in an area 

where despair at the futility and purposelessness of time’s passing has the upper hand in western 

culture. Tonstad examines the negative impact of the prevalence of “clock time” in modern 

society and proposes that the sabbath “interrupts the routine of clock time and the obligation of 

work by calling creation to a day of rest according to the great clock of nature.”
129

 The sabbath 

allows the modern people to overcome the de-theologizing of life induced by the dominance of 

clock time and to return to creation time which gives them meaning for life. 
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B. Connected to One’s Roots 

1. Remembering 

Socrates is famous for having said that the unexamined life is not worth living. Pascal 

wrote about his generation that the cause of man’s unhappiness could be linked to one single 

cause: “they do not know how to remain at rest in their own room.”
130

 This observation made 

three hundred and fifty years ago holds true all the more today. The present generation is neither 

connected to its own personal past nor to its collective cultural history. The modern person does 

not take the trouble to look back and reflect on the lessons learned, but rather idealistically and 

romantically gazes forward in time towards the future. The young especially have little regard 

for the past. 

One of the practices of keeping the Lord’s Day holy is to recounting God’s blessings in 

one’s life as well as a recollection of God’s work in the past week. At the heart of the sabbath 

command is the injunction to remember: “Remember to keep the sabbath holy” (Exodus 20:8). 

Childs observes that the text on the sabbath command contains a “theology of memory.”
131

 The 

act of remembering the small blessings and deeds of God’s deliverance on a weekly basis is a 

small habit that can increase the virtue of remembering the more existential blessings of life, 

namely God’s work of salvation from sin and death. Keeping the Lord’s Day holy counteracts 

the distorting effect of the future-oriented perspective. 
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2. Relational Rootedness 

One of the traits of western culture is the high mobility of families and individuals. In a 

global economy, geographical stability is not a common pattern for one’s lifelong career. The 

Bergers note that individuals are often and easily uprooted from their normal social milieu which 

leaves them “homeless,” socially speaking. They note that religion used to provide a grounding 

for human beings and in the modern context, “social ‘homelessness’ has become 

metaphysical.”
132

 This is observed when focusing on the changes in family life in modern 

culture. The sense of family over the course of the twentieth century has gone from having 

strong relations with the extended family, to mainly relating to one’s immediate family.
133

 

Currently the trends in family life are even more dire as the very structure of the immediate 

family is slowly imploding with the rise of divorce.
134

 Men and women are less and less rooted 

relationally. 

The family is the domestic church, the place where a significant relational dimension of 

the Christian life is to be experienced and taught. As Benedict explains, “from her very 

inception, the Church that emerged, and continues to emerge, has attached fundamental 

importance to defending the family as the core of all social order.”
135

 Keeping the Lord’s Day 

holy contributes to the New Evangelization in the sense that it proposes a set of practices that 

strengthen and protect family life. The emphasis on family life and relationships that the Church 
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recommends in the application of this commandment gives the modern person a context for 

multi-generational relationships. Children, even adult children, stand much to gain by spending 

time getting to know their parents, grandparents, and other older members of their family. 

Extended families, as dysfunctional as they may be as a consequence of the Fall, are God-given 

relationships intended to test and try the faithful in their practice of charity and fidelity. Keeping 

the Lord’s Day holy provides a place in time and in relationships to strengthen family life. 

C. The Meaning of Work 

Work in western cultures over the course of the twentieth century has become an antidote 

to boredom. As a result, as Fromm puts it, “work has become alienated from the working 

person.”
136

 Thus the modern person must search and filter through the chorus of voices of these 

pluralistic societies in order to find the true meaning of work. The loss of a unified view of the 

meaning of work makes it more challenging for the modern person to discover and foster the 

human dignity found in labor. Work is often relegated to yet another one of the fragmented and 

disjointed elements of a person’s life which has no metaphysical purpose or substance. For 

philosopher Josef Pieper, the myth of Sisyphus has become the “mythical paradigm of the 

‘Worker’ chained to his labor without rest, and without inner satisfaction.”
137

 The true meaning 

of work can only be found in the proper understanding of leisure as the basis for culture. Leisure, 
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as Pieper defines it, is a “receptive attitude of mind, a contemplative attitude, and it is not only 

the occasion but also the capacity for steeping oneself in the whole of creation.”
138

 

In keeping the Lord’s Day holy, the worker comes to understand and experience properly 

the place of human work in ordinary life. As Benedict XVI expresses it in Sacramentum 

Caritatis: “This is highly significant, for it [the day of rest] relativizes work and directs it to the 

person: work is for man and not man for work. It is easy to see how this actually protects men 

and women, emancipating them from a possible form of enslavement.”(74) The keeping of the 

Lord’s Day is a protection against the slavery of work. This practice is therefore a means by 

which the New Evangelization can effectively transform and preserve authentic human culture. 

D. A Disciple’s Character 

1. Generosity 

a) Giving Time 

In observing the command to keep the Lord’s Day holy, the believer is taught to relate to 

time in the proper perspective: time belongs to God. The Christian makes a day holy every seven 

days by consecrating it to the Lord and choosing to do things for others rather than for oneself. 

Keeping the Lord’s Day holy is training in the virtue of generosity. If one can be generous with 

time, generosity in relationships and in material resources will perhaps more easily follow. This 

commandment fortifies the growth in character of the Christian people by providing the context 

for a set of practical activities that require generosity. Worship, rest, solidarity, and family 

relationships all require a disposition to be generous with one’s time. Generosity itself is an 
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important part of the character of a disciple, as it is understood to be one of the gifts of the Holy 

Spirit.
139

  

b) The Gift of Good News 

Modern western cultures, due to their increased materialism and individualism, are often 

lacking in generosity. One of the compelling methods of proclaiming the Good News of Jesus 

Christ in the New Evangelization is through the voice of generosity. The emphasis on generosity 

can be a potent witness of the aroma of Christ to the members of these cultures. In the context of 

the Lord’s Day, generosity is expressed relationally through hospitality and through celebration. 

John Paul II calls the Church “to hospitality, dialogue, assistance and, in a word, fraternity”
140

 in 

places that once were Christian but are now increasingly non-Christian. The hospitality 

expressed in a spirit of dominical celebration offers to reach out to one’s neighbors for a Sunday 

dinner. Is not this generosity a fitting response to Paul VI’s concern regarding the prevalent 

obstacles to evangelization: “fatigue, disenchantment, compromise, lack of interest and above all 

lack of joy and hope?”
141

  

c) Giving to Those in Need 

The consumer orientation of our western societies has readily turned many religious 

feasts into opportunities for purchasing, acquiring, and owning. Christmas, Easter, Halloween, St 

Patrick’s Day all seem to be very commercially visible today. The sabbath, as Dawn puts it, 

contains a paradox: “both a special appreciation of possessions and a desire not to be dominated 
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by them are part of keeping the sabbath day holy.”
142

 Materialism is an excess which can be 

curbed by the practice of giving. 

Thus, one aspect of keeping the Lord’s Day is to practice giving and generosity instead of 

requiring and taking. Paul is concerned that the poor in Jerusalem are being neglected and thus 

he asks the Galatian and the Corinthian churches to give financially to remedy this situation (see 

1 Corinthians 16:1-2 and then again 2 Corinthians 8:11-15 and 9:6-15). In 1 Corinthians 16:2, 

the reference to the “first day of every week” suggests some form of tithing as a Lord’s Day 

practice in the New Testament.
143

 The act of giving to fellow Christians in need in Jerusalem 

teaches the Corinthians through a Sunday practice that generosity is a mark of the Church. John 

Paul II speaks of Sunday as a “day of solidarity”
144

 in highlighting the need for generosity 

towards the poor and those in need. This dimension of the Lord’s Day emphasizes a more 

horizontal other-oriented set of practices which shows the breadth of this command.  

In the giving of time, the believer is called to grow in generosity towards God. In the 

giving of resources to those in need, the believer is called to grow in generosity towards neighbor 

and love of others. As this growth in generosity takes place in the disciple’s life, the quality of 

human relationships will increase. The kingdom of God, brought about through the new 

evangelization is built on such transformed human relationships.
145
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2. Joy – A Command to Celebrate! 

Paul Lehmann writes about the impact of the blue laws
146

 in the nineteenth century in this 

country, which regulated the activities on the Lord’s Day: “the pious regard for the Lord’s Day 

had slowly but surely [by the early twentieth century] been despoiled of celebration, the making 

of a holy day, in flagrant violation of the precedent set by the Creator, who took time off to enjoy 

all that he had made, and of creation’s own way of replenishing its energies.”
147

 Even among 

Christians, the practice of the Lord’s Day has lost some its joy and celebrative characteristics. 

Keeping the Lord’s Day holy reveals the importance of celebration. The third commandment in 

some ways is a command to celebrate and practice one of the fruits of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22), 

namely joy. The practice of this commandment calls to mind the many reasons for the joy 

inherent in the Christian life. The salvation obtained by Christ and the worship offered to the 

Triune God on Sunday in church is sufficient cause for tremendous joy to be expressed. The 

practice of joy on the Lord’s Day extends far beyond the liturgy however. The activities and the 

relationships of Sunday are meant to be marked by joy. “Sunday is the day of joy in a very 

special way, indeed the day most suitable for learning how to rejoice and to rediscover the true 

nature and deep roots of joy.”
148

 Families that mark the day with joy inculcate in their children 

some of the truth of the Christian faith: in Christ’s work there is great cause for celebration. 

Joyful celebrating can strengthen strained relationships by making present the reality of God’s 

work of healing and deliverance.  
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The character trait of generosity manifested through celebration, hospitality, and gift-

giving, tithing, and helping those in need on the Lord’s Day bears witness to the generosity of 

God. In a culture turned in on itself, on the individual, and on material things, this generosity can 

be the means of a powerful witness of Christian love and by extension the love of God Almighty. 

E. Dialogue and Proclamation 

1. Dialogue 

Keeping a day holy for the Lord was first presented historically to the Chosen People as 

the sabbath. As history has unfolded itself, Islam in the practice of Jumah
149

 and Christianity in 

the practice of the Lord’s Day have developed this ancient command differently.
150

 The 

commonality of a holy day in all three monotheistic faiths suggests a place for dialogue. In 1991, 

in a document issued by the Pontifical Council for Inter-Religious Dialogue, the Church 

summarized several forms of dialogue with other faiths. Two of these are relevant to keeping the 

Lord’s Day holy. First, the “dialogue of life”
151

 is the form of interreligious dialogue that allows 

the common human experience to be a place of discussion. This is the dialogue where members 

of these faiths share a neighborhood and living space in such a manner that “it leaves room for 

the other person’s identity, modes of expression, and values.”
152

 That all three monotheistic 

faiths have a holy day could open the way for deeper respect and mutual care with regards to 

how each faith observes this day of worship. The importance of the practices of keeping the 
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Lord’s Day holy can be the grounds for the Christian to foster solidarity and mercy towards 

members of the human race different from themselves. While the difference in holy days could 

also be the grounds for division and distinction, from the perspective of seeking dialogue, the 

Christian has more in common in the West with the Muslim and the Jew than the secularized 

atheist or the New Age pagan. Second, the “dialogue of religious experience”
153

 is the form of 

interreligious dialogue that allows for a sharing and discussion at the level of religious traditions 

and spiritual experience. This dialogue proposes a sharing of faith at a deeper level in the “ways 

of searching for the Absolute.”
154

 The discussion at the level of practice and understanding of the 

Lord’s Day and its riches could open the way for followers of Jesus Christ who are faithful to 

this commandment to have a persuasive voice at the interfaith table of dialogue. Tonstad writes 

that the meaning of the seventh day has a unified origin that leads to a common end, the sabbath 

has unifying power.
155

 This form of dialogue might prove particularly helpful with the Jews, 

since much of Christian Lord’s Day practices have their roots in Judaism.  

2. Proclamation 

Worship is the purpose for which human beings and creation exist. Benedict XVI, in his 

comments on the creation account in Genesis, writes that “the creation accounts of all 

civilizations point to the fact that the universe exists for worship and for the glorification of 

God.”
156

 This universal existential purpose suggests that the modern human heart seeking for 

answers about the human raison d’être might recognize the Good News of the Creator as it is 
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expressed in the worship of Sunday. To say that worship is evangelizing is perhaps too 

simplifying, naïve, or bold, yet the seeker-friendly mega-church phenomenon in the Evangelical 

world is an attempt to test the veracity of evangelizing worship. In these churches, the Sunday 

assembly is oriented towards a culturally-sensitive preaching of the Gospel of Jesus for an 

audience with little Christian background and language. These churches often have a weekday 

assembly that is oriented towards discipleship and communion, aimed at the core (non-seeker) 

membership. The success of the proclamatory impact of this experiment on our culture is by no 

means conclusive,
157

 yet the innovative use of Sunday worship might open the door to other 

evangelizing forms of Sunday assembly. 

The Christian employer who understands the importance of keeping the Lord’s Day holy 

might earn a voice in the lives of his Muslim or Jewish employees by making some 

accommodation for them to worship on their holy day. Neighborhoods and schools that are 

influenced by an understanding of this commandment might also earn the respect of these 

monotheistic neighbors which could be a door to witnessing further to the love and saving power 

of Jesus Christ. 

Since in Western nations Sunday is still considered a day off work, the hospitality of 

Christians on this day can be a venue for the proclamation of the Good News of Jesus Christ to 

one’s Jewish and Muslim neighbors. John Paul II presents Sunday as a day of light that comes 

from Jesus Christ
158

 and from the a day of faith which lends itself to being a day of proclamation 

that brings light, Christ, and faith to those who are seeking.
160

 Might not these spiritual aspects of 
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the Lord’s Day make it a prime day for the generous proclamation of the eternal kingdom it 

represents? In one of the concluding paragraphs of Dies Domini, he writes that “Sunday has the 

additional value of being a testimony and a proclamation”
161

 and then launches into an inspiring 

crescendo of reasons for this proclamation that culminates in the unending Sunday of the 

heavenly Jerusalem described in Revelation 21.
162

 Keeping the Lord’s Day holy contributes to 

the New Evangelization until the Lord of the Sabbath completes his Father’s work. 

IV. Conclusion 

I return now to Jesus’ activity on the sabbath. As observed above, he taught, he healed, 

and he rested. I propose in conclusion that keeping the Lord’s Day holy will in turn teach, heal, 

and bring us rest. 

A. Teaching 

The Lord’s Day is our teacher. Attending to the third commandment allows the Lord of 

that Day to teach his sons and daughters several noteworthy things: holiness, worship and rest, 

joy and generosity. The practices of this day teach us to evangelize by slowly and faithfully 

acting as leaven in our needy culture. While not directly evangelizing, many of the practices of 

the Lord’s Day propose to reveal the truth about the nature of time, the centrality of worship, the 

necessity of true rest, and the importance of generosity in Christian life. Keeping the Lord’s Day 
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holy is at the heart of a Christian culture. The way of life gained by this practice
163

 draws people 

to the Lord as it presents a humanly compelling vision of existence. 

B. Healing 

The Lord’s Day can heal us. Christ, in our keeping the Lord’s Day holy, would heal the 

modern person of many an illness. This healing is less like the miracles he performed on the 

sabbath that brought about instantaneous results and more like the application of a balm that 

brings about restoration over time. The believer’s practices to keep the Lord’s Day holy are a 

participation in the iterative process of entering into the rest of the Master. A proper 

understanding of time, of one’s place in creation, of one’s work, and of the virtues of generosity 

and joy will undoubtedly accomplish much in the healing of the nations that is part of the New 

Evangelization. 

C. Eternal Rest 

As God rested on the seventh day, the work of evangelization will prepare His creation 

for the eternal rest that awaits those whom He has redeemed. Keeping the Lord’s Day holy 

through worship, rest, and joy is a participation already in the life of the age to come. The 

practices of this day declare in many ways the truth that the work of creation is complete, our 

salvation has been won. “Eternity utters a day,”
164

 as the Jewish sabbath prayers propose, and a 

day utters eternity, as the Lord’s holiness invites us into his realm. 
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