Sabbath observance | By John Calvin*
Keep the day of rest, to hallow it as the Lord thy God hath commanded thee. Six days shalt
thou labor, and do all thy business: but the seventh day is the rest of the Lord thy God, thou
shalt not do any work therein.
Deuteronomy 5:12-14.

N

ow we must come to the second point which emphasizes that the sabbath day was a [type
of] civil order for training the faithful in the service of God. For that day was ordained in
order that people might assemble themselves to hear the doctrine of the law preached, to
participate in the sacrifices, [and] to invoke the name of God. With respect to that, it applies as
much to us as to the ancient people. For although the figurative aspect has been surpassed . . .
what is said of this order still applies and has its usage. . . . [L]et us acknowledge that this order
was not given solely to the Jews in order for them to have a certain day on which they might assemble themselves, but at the same time it applies to us also.
Nevertheless, we have to note that there is more and that indeed it would be a meagre
thing to have a rest regarding physical activity but not involving anything else. What is necessary
then? That we should strive toward a higher end than this rest here; that we should desist from
our works which are able to impede us from meditating on the works of God, from calling upon
his name, and from our exercising his Word. If we turn Sunday into a day for living it up, for our
sport and pleasure, indeed how will God be honored in that? Is it not a mockery and even a
profanation of his name? But when shops are closed on Sunday, when people do not travel in the
usual way, its purpose is to provide more leisure and liberty for attending to what God commands us that we might be taught by his Word, that we might convene together in order to confess our faith, to invoke his name, [and] to participate in the use of the sacraments. That is the
end for which this order must serve us. . . .
Now from the foregoing we see in what attitude we hold all Christianity and the service of
God. . . . [T]he majority hardly care about the usage of this day which has been instituted in order
that we might withdraw from all earthly anxieties, from all business affairs, to the end that we
might surrender everything to God.
Moreover, let us realize that it is not only for coming to the sermon that the day of Sunday is instituted, but in order that we might devote all the rest of time to praising God. . . . [O]n
other days, seeing that we are so occupied with our affairs, we are not as much open to serve God
as on a day which is totally dedicated to this. Thus we ought to observe Sunday . . . in a way in
which we are neither impeded by nor occupied with anything else, so that we might be able to
extend all our senses to recognize the benefits and favors with which he has enlarged us. . . . Thus
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when people profane . . . the holy order which God has instituted to lead us to himself, why
should they be astonished if all the rest of the week is degraded?
. . . But in order to apply ourselves to its correct and lawful usage, it is necessary to realize
(as we have already said) that our Lord only asks that this day be spent in hearing his Word, in
offering common prayers, in confessing our faith, and in observing the sacraments. . . . And when
we have spent Sunday in praising and glorifying the name of God and in meditating on his works,
then, throughout the rest of the week, we should show that we have benefited from it.

Recommended Reading
Bayly, Lewis. The Practice of Piety: Directing a Christian How to Walk, That He May Please God.
3rd ed., 1613 [date of 1st ed. unknown]. Reprint of the 1842 London ed., Morgan, PA: Soli
Deo Gloria, [1995], pp. 159-207.
Chantry, Walter. Call the Sabbath a Delight. Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1991.
Dabney, Robert L. “The Christian Sabbath: Its Nature, Design and Proper Observance.” In Discussions by Robert L. Dabney, D.D., LL.D. Edited by C.R. Vaughan. Volume I, Theological and
Evangelical. Richmond: Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1890. Reprint, Harrisonburg,
VA: Sprinkle, 1982, pp. 496-550.
Edwards, Jonathan. “The Perpetuity and Change of the Sabbath.” In The Works of Jonathan Edwards. 2 vols. Revised and corrected by Edwards Hickman. London, 1834. Reprint Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1974, 2:93-103.
Gaffin, Richard B. “A Sabbath Rest Still Awaits the People of God.” In Pressing Toward the Mark.
Edited by C.G. Dennison & R.C. Gamble. Philadelphia: Orthodox Presbyterian Church, 1986,
pp. 33-51.
Murray, John. “Creation Ordinances.” Chapter in Principles of Conduct. Aspects of Biblical Ethics.
Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1957, pp. 27-44.
———. “The Sabbath Institution”; “The Pattern of the Lord’s Day”; “The Relevance of the Sabbath.” In Collected Writings of John Murray. Vol. 1. The Claims of Truth, pp. 205-218; 219224; 225-228. Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1976.
Packer, J.I. “The Puritans and the Lord’s Day.” In A Quest For Godliness. The Puritan Vision of the
Christian Life. Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1990, pp. 233-243.
Scudder, Henry. “Of the Lord’s Day, or Christian Sabbath.” Chapter in The Christian’s Daily
Walk. London, 1627. Reprint, Harrisonburg, VA: Sprinkle, 1984, pp. 85-94.
Warfield, Benjamin B. “The Foundations of the Sabbath in the Word of God.” In Selected Shorter
Writings of Benjamin B. Warfield—I. Edited by John Meeter. Nutley, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 1970, pp. 308-324.
Westminster Standards. Confession of Faith. Chapter XXI; Larger Catechism. Questions 115-121;
Shorter Catechism. Questions 57-62.

