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This morning, in a departure from the tradition of speaking about the Torah portion, I’d like 

to address the matter of Shabbat - this is, after all, a “Shabbat Refresher”. So let’s go back to 

square one. What is the Shabbat and why do we observe it? Naturally this question has 

particular relevance in that Shabbat observance, or not, is one of the boundaries that 

separates Judaism from Christianity. Jews, by and large, recognise the period of Friday night 

to Saturday night, that is the seventh day of the week, as the Sabbath, while Christians, by 

and large, regard Sunday, the first day of the week, as the Sabbath. One of the many 

problems with the latter approach is that the word ‘Sabbath’, or ‘Shabbat’ as it is in Hebrew, is 

derived from the Hebrew word ‘sheva’ meaning seven. Thus it is something of an oxymoron, 

at least linguistically, to call the first day of the week the seventh. Therefore, linguistically at 

least, Sunday can never be the sabbath and indeed it requires an excess of mental gymnastics 

to try to make it so. I was very much amused in this respect when several years ago I 

organised a UK wide-tour for the well-known Christian evangelist, J John. The purpose of the 

tour was to promote J John’s best-selling book ’10’ - which is an appeal to Christians to 

observe the Ten Commandments - an admirable goal indeed as I’m sure we’d all agree. The 

funny thing was though that all would be well in his presentation until he got to the bit in the 

Ten Commandments which specified the need for Shabbat observance. As we read in 

Shemot 20:8-11, ““Remember the day, Shabbat, to set it apart for God. You have six days to 

labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Shabbat for Adonai your God. On it, you 

are not to do any kind of work — not you, your son or your daughter, not your male or 

female slave, not your livestock, and not the foreigner staying with you inside the gates to 

your property. For in six days, Adonai made heaven and earth, the sea and everything in 

them; but on the seventh day he rested. This is why Adonai blessed the day, Shabbat, and 

separated it for himself.” Up until these verses J John’s exegesis had been pretty literal. “You 

are to have no other gods before me” literally meant what it said. There was to be no idolatry, 

whether it be of a funny little statue from ancient times or a modern day idol like a career or 

some kind of material object. But his exegesis suddenly  changed when it came to the fourth 

commandment about Shabbat. Now the text didn’t literally mean what it said. The Sabbath 

was Sunday, he said, and the text’s specific statements about the seventh day could be safely 

transposed onto the first day of the week. He made no attempt to explain why this might be 

so and returned swiftly to a literal interpretation of the fifth commandment, making it clear 

that it was important to honour one’s mother and father. This theological sleight of hand 

didn’t seem to bother either J John or his Christian audience who lapped up his humorous 

exegesis. And why should it? After all, the Church has been saying that Sunday is the Sabbath 

for around 1900 years and if you worship within a Christian paradigm and call yourself a 

Christian what the Church says is naturally of supreme importance. The fact that it might not 

be what the Bible says or what Hashem wants is, for most people, neither here nor there. And 

most Christians wouldn’t want to go there anyway, because to question Sunday observance is 

to open a whole can of worms that might lead them to question the whole edifice of 

Christianity itself as an institution that is separated from Judaism. It takes a brave man, or 

woman, to pursue the truth, but then again our pursuit of God is either a pursuit of the truth 
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or it is nothing! As Yeshua said of the Prushim: “Their worship of me is useless, because they 

teach man-made rules as if they were doctrines.” Could the same be said of the Church’s 

teaching about the Sabbath? Well, let’s see! 

 

As we heard in the Exodus passage, God commanded Shabbat observance on the seventh 

day of the week because, “in six days, Adonai made heaven and earth, the sea and everything 

in them; but on the seventh day he rested. This is why Adonai blessed the day, Shabbat, and 

separated it for himself.” Shabbat observance is thus rooted in the act of Creation itself. In 

short we are to rest because God Himself rested after He had created the universe and 

everything in it. As God does so we are to do. This idea runs throughout the Scriptures and is 

called imitatio dei and is given as the rationale for everything that we do as believers. Thus 

Vayikra 11:44 states, “For I am Adonai your God; therefore, consecrate yourselves and be holy, 

for I am holy; and do not defile yourselves with any kind of swarming creature that moves 

along the ground.” Verse 11:45 continues, “For I am Adonai, who brought you up out of the 

land of Egypt to be your God. Therefore you are to be holy, because I am holy.” Vayikra 20:7 

states, “Therefore consecrate yourselves — you people must be holy, because I am Adonai 

your God.” The principle of imitatio dei is found in many other places in the Tanach and is 

also reiterated in the Messianic Writings. As Kefa says, “As people who obey God, do not let 

yourselves be shaped by the evil desires you used to have when you were still ignorant. On 

the contrary, following the Holy One who called you, become holy yourselves in your entire 

way of life; since the Tanakh says, “You are to be holy because I am holy.” What’s striking 

about Kefa’s instruction is that he sees no difference between the Tanakh’s way of being holy 

and that of the contemporary believer. Nothing had changed since Yeshua died and was 

resurrected. The essence of our holiness as the people of God is still established by 

difference, and that difference is predicated in doing as God does - imitatio dei. Indeed, as 

the Scriptures remind us God made the seventh day different, ‘he separated it as holy’ and 

rested Himself thereon, thus setting us an example to follow - imitatio dei. As God does we 

are to do, so if God saw fit to designate the seventh day as Shabbat and rest thereon, who 

are we to disagree? As we read in Bresheet 2:2-3, “By the seventh day God had finished the 

work he had been doing; son on the seventh day He rested from all His work. And God 

blessed the seventh day and made it holy because on it He rested from all the work of 

creating that He had done.” Of course it is highly significant that the principle of Shabbat 

observance is laid down in the very first chapters of Bresheet. ‘B’resheet’ meaning ‘in the 

beginning’ explains to us how the universe was created. It is foundational to our 

understanding of, well, pretty much everything. Fundamentally it tells us that the world and 

everything in it has a creator. It explains the origins of human life, of human sexuality, and 

provides a rationale for the present imperfections that plague human existence. To put it 

bluntly, you can’t understand the Bible or the world from God’s point of view if you don’t 

understand B’resheet. That is why it is important that we note that Shabbat observance is 

stated in B’resheet. After the act of creating the Creator rested. Indeed, since Adam and 

Chavah were created on the six day, the very first thing that they did was to rest along with 

their Creator. Thus the paradigm of Shabbat observance serves in the text as a metaphor for 
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humanity’s sinless condition. Because they were sinless, because they were that close to God, 

their maker, and since sin had not yet reared its ugly head on account of their disobedience 

to God’s command, it is implied that Adam and Chavah followed their Maker’s example and 

rested along with Him. And God saw the Seventh Day and Blessed it. In other words, it met 

with His approval.  

 

Of course God, being God, has no physical need of rest at all. So why did He do it? Not so 

much for Himself, but for us, and by us I mean everyone - Jew or Gentile. Because let us 

remember that at this stage in the proceedings there were only Adam and Chavah - the 

prototypes of all human beings. It would be thousands of years before Avraham was called 

out of Haran to the Holy Land, thus becoming the first Jew. Indeed, there is a tendency in 

Christian circles to speak of Shabbat as one of the “Jewish laws” that have now apparently 

been ‘done away with’. I’m sure you’ve heard that said before. It doesn’t matter that Yeshua 

Himself declared that He had not come to “to abolish the Torah or the Prophets” and that 

“until heaven and earth pass away, not so much as a yud or a stroke will pass from the 

Torah”, because apparently Paul said that we, or at least Gentile Christians, are no longer 

under the law. The problem with this approach to Shabbat observance is that, as we have 

seen, Shabbat was set aside and established on the seventh day of creation - millennia before 

any Jew walked the earth. That Shabbat observance was later re-commanded to the Jewish 

people as part of the Torah only serves to show how important it is to God Himself. As we 

read, “Adonai said to Moshe, “Tell the people of Isra’el, ‘You are to observe my Shabbats; for 

this is a sign between me and you through all your generations; so that you will know that I 

am Adonai, who sets you apart for me. Therefore you are to keep my Shabbat, because it is 

set apart for you. Everyone who treats it as ordinary must be put to death; for whoever does 

any work on it is to be cut off from his people. On six days work will get done; but the 

seventh day is Shabbat, for complete rest, set apart for Adonai. Whoever does any work on 

the day of Shabbat must be put to death. The people of Isra’el are to keep the Shabbat, to 

observe Shabbat through all their generations as a perpetual covenant. It is a sign between 

me and the people of Isra’el forever; for in six days Adonai made heaven and earth, but on 

the seventh day he stopped working and rested.’” Once again, the gravity of Shabbat 

observance is conveyed by this passage. Apparently God cares, really cares that His people 

observe the seventh day as a day of rest - with the punishment of karet (being cut off) being 

reserved for those who treat is as an ordinary day. In fact let us note that Yeshua Himself 

made similar warnings about the Torah as a whole: ““Don’t think that I have come to abolish 

the Torah or the Prophets. I have come not to abolish but to complete.  Yes indeed! I tell you 

that until heaven and earth pass away, not so much as a yud or a stroke will pass from the 

Torah — not until everything that must happen has happened. So whoever disobeys the least 

of these mitzvot and teaches others to do so will be called the least in the Kingdom of 

Heaven. But whoever obeys them and so teaches will be called great in the Kingdom of 

Heaven. For I tell you that unless your righteousness is far greater than that of the Torah-

teachers and P’rushim, you will certainly not enter the Kingdom of Heaven!” Apparently 

Yeshua cares, really cares that His followers obey even the least of the mitzvot - and that 
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includes Shabbat. Indeed, one of the salient themes of Yeshua’s life, as revealed in the 

besorot, is Shabbat observance. According to the besorot Yeshua was always to be found in 

attendance at synagogue on Shabbat. Thus, “They entered K’far-Nachum, and on Shabbat 

Yeshua went into the synagogue and began teaching” Mark 1:21. Mark 3:1-2, “Yeshua went 

again into a synagogue, and a man with a shriveled hand was there. Looking for a reason to 

accuse him of something, people watched him carefully to see if he would heal him on 

Shabbat.” Mark 6:2 tells us that, “On Shabbat he started to teach in the synagogue, and many 

who heard him were astounded.” Luke 6:6, “On another Shabbat, when Yeshua had gone into 

the synagogue and was teaching, a man was there who had a shriveled hand.” And Luke 13:10 

tells us that “Yeshua was teaching in one of the synagogues on Shabbat.” Luke 4:16 is a killer 

verse. It tells us that “Now when he went to Natzeret, where he had been brought up, on 

Shabbat he went to the synagogue as usual.” Note the words “as usual”. Going to synagogue 

on Shabbat was just what Yeshua did. Indeed, he took his talmidim along with him and 

clearly instructed them to do likewise. Indeed, Yeshua himself said absolutely nothing to his 

talmidim that would have lead them to think that at some point the commandment to 

observe Shabbat on the seventh day of the week would be rescinded or changed. How could 

he? After all, he had previously declared that not one jot or tittle would be altered. And that is 

why following his crucifixion we read that “On Shabbat the women rested, in obedience to 

the commandment.” In fact Shabbat was so important to Yeshua that he even declared 

himself to be “Lord of Shabbat”. It’s important in this respect to note that the many 

arguments that Yeshua had with the Prushim about what might or might not be done on 

Shabbat relate to relevance of the many oral commandments that the latter had bolted on to 

the Shabbat. Certainly these were to be debated - and still are - but what was never in doubt 

was Yeshua’s own commitment to Shabbat observance. And rightly so, because the principle 

of imitatio dei was uppermost in Yeshua’s life. “I and the Father are One” he said. “Very truly I 

tell you, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, 

because whatever the Father does the Son also does.” And what did the Father do? As we 

have heard, “on the seventh day He rested from all His work.” Indeed, if we understand the 

Oneness of God properly, as declared in our Shema and from the mouth of Yeshua, it is an 

impossibility that Yeshua could live differently to the God who rested on that first Shabbat - 

since He Himself is Adonai - the visible image of the invisible God! As Yochanan declared “In 

the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was 

with God in the beginning. All things came to be through him, and without him nothing 

made had being.” Therefore when “B’resheet” the book of beginnings, tells us that after His 

act of creation, God rested we can only conclude that Yeshua was in and with God resting on 

that same Shabbat! Moreover, when the Scripture tells us that, after his resurrection Yeshua 

instructed his talmidim to “go and make people from all nations into talmidim, immersing 

them into the reality of the Father, the Son and the Ruach HaKodesh, and teaching them to 

obey everything that I have commanded you” we may rightly presume that Shabbat 

observance was part of that list of teaching and practices that Yeshua wanted his talmidim to 

copy. Again, it all comes back to the principle of imitatio dei! Isn’t that a guiding principle in 

many believers’ lives? You know, WWJD, ‘What would Jesus do?’ Well, one thing that that we 
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can sure Yeshua did was observe Shabbat. So why don’t more people follow his example? 

Why is Shabbat observance, or not, so often the boundary line between what is considered 

Judaism and what is considered Christianity? The answer lies not in the practices and teaching 

of Yeshua and his immediate first century Jewish followers, but in the events of the end of 

that century and the emergence as a radical alternative to and denial of their legacy. The idea 

that appears to be entertained by many believers that as soon as Yeshua was resurrected his 

talmidim all got together and agreed that, in honour of this event, it would be a thoroughly 

good thing to abandon the observance of Shabbat in favour of Sunday is a canard. No such 

thing took place. On the contrary, all the historical and Scriptural evidence suggests that 

Shabbat observance remained a central feature of believing life right up to the end of the 

First Century - both for Jews and non-Jews. Throughout this period the believing world of 

Jews and non-Jews looked to Jerusalem for its lead. Moreover, as the Book of Acts reveals, 

this Judean community, headed by Yaakov, Yeshua’s own brother, who himself had had a 

personal revelation of the risen Messiah, was Torah observant. As Yaakov told Rav Shaul, 

(Acts 21:20): “You see, brother, how many tens of thousands of believers there are among the 

Judeans, and they are all zealots for the Torah.” As such it is inconceivable that this did not 

include continued Shabbat observance - according to Yeshua’s own pattern and practice. It is 

a tragedy of history that, many decades later, following the Roman destruction of the Temple 

and the ravaging of Judea in the First Jewish War, this same Judean community was broken 

up and dispersed. In the absence of  Judean governance all eyes in the believing world 

turned to Rome, the Imperial City. Continued revolt throughout the Empire turned Judaism 

into a pariah religion that was persecuted and pursuit with all the might of Imperial Rome 

and many gentile believers, seeking to escape this persecution, and motivated in no small 

measure themselves by hatred of Jews, began to make moves to de-Judaize their faith. 

Consequently, the Church Fathers, beginning in the Second Century shifted their paradigm of 

faith away from distinctive so-called ‘Jewish practices’ such as Passover and Shabbat in favour 

of pre-existing pagan observances over which they transposed believe in Yeshua.  Thus 

Passover, the festival of the Exodus, was forsaken for Easter, the spring pagan fertility 

celebration, and Shabbat, the Biblical day of rest, was forsaken for Sunday - the day upon 

which pagans worshipped the Sun. As Ignatius declared in his Epistle to the Magnesians, “For 

if we are still practicing Judaism, we admit that we have not received God’s favour. For the 

most divine prophets lived in accordance with Jesus Christ.” In the following chapter Ignatius 

refers again to these ‘Old Testament’ prophets, “who lived in ancient ways” and who “attained 

a new hope, no longer sabbatizing but living according to the Lord’s life.” But lest we think 

that Yeshua approved of and observed Shabbat, as in fact the Bible teaches, Ignatius was 

quick to declare that, “it is wrong to talk about Jesus Christ and live like the Jews. For 

Christianity did not believe in Judaism but Judaism in Christianity.” In his letter to the 

Philadelphians, Bishop Ignatius similarly admonishes that “if anyone expounds Judaism to 

you, do not listen to him.” “Let us therefore,” he also said, “no longer keep the Sabbath after 

the Jewish manner, and rejoice in days of idleness.” Of course I could go on and on quoting 

from the appropriately named Church Fathers, demonstrating how they were moved the 

political exigencies of the moment, by anti-Semitism, and by a lingering attraction to the 
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pagan world which they had once been a part of, but time does not suffice. Nevertheless, it is 

clear from the historical records that by the time of the Dialogue of Justin Martyr with Trypho 

the Jew, i.e. the latter part of the Second Century, well over a hundred years after the death 

and resurrection of our Messiah, the boundary lines had been clearly drawn between what 

was Jewish - and therefore of the cursed Law - and what was Christian - and therefore of the 

so-called New Dispensation of Christ. Indeed, Shabbat observance, which had been rejected 

by the new Gentile Church perhaps delineated the two more than any other practice.  With 

the subsequent conversion  to Christianity of the Roman Emperor Constantine, the prejudices 

of the Gentile Christian Church were codified into Roman Law. Thus Sunday had become the 

official Roman day of Christian worship. Thus it was not God, not Yeshua the Messiah, not his 

immediate talmidim, the shlichim, and not their disciples over the course of many decades, 

that was responsible for the adoption of Sunday but it was the later Roman Church.  As 

indeed, Roman Catholicism still today acknowledges. As the Converts Catechism of Catholic 

Doctrine explains, “Q. Which is the Sabbath day? A. Saturday is the Sabbath day. Q. Why Do 

we observe Sunday instead of Saturday? A. We observe Sunday instead of Saturday because 

the Catholic Church transferred the solemnity from Saturday to Sunday.” The Catholic Church 

further explains that it possesses the authority to radically change even Biblical practices on 

the basis that it, and it alone, holds the Keys to Heaven that were handed to Kefa. As the 

Catholic Record stated in 1923, “The [catholic] Church is above the Bible, and this transference 

of the Sabbath observance is proof of that fact.” 

 

So in view of all the above my question to Christians today is, why persist with Sunday? 

Change is not only possible, change is desirable. Surely we should want to live as our Lord 

lived? To follow His teachings; to follow His example. Indeed, I would say that as we do so we 

harmonise in a very profound way with the Scriptures, with the Lord, with the rhythm of life, 

the universe and everything that He Created. For the Son of Man is Lord of Shabbat. It 

belongs to Him, and He commends it to us for our blessing. As we read in Yeshayahu 58:13-

14, “If you hold back your foot on Shabbat from pursuing your own interests on my holy day; 

if you call Shabbat a delight, Adonai’s holy day, worth honouring; then honour it by not 

doing your usual things or pursuing your interests or speaking about them. If you do, you will 

find delight in Adonai — I will make you ride on the heights of the land and feed you with the 

heritage of your ancestor Ya’akov, for the mouth of Adonai has spoken.” When we put down 

our work on a Friday night and as consciously make Shabbat different from all the other days 

of the week we encounter the Lord in a powerful, healing regenerative way - for, if I may say, 

the Lord is Shabbat and Shabbat is the Lord. Shabbat not only regenerates us in the present, 

but it gives us hope for the future. For as long as we observe Shabbat we declare our faith in 

the Age to Come, when Messiah  shall return and establish God’s reign on earth. Then the 

Shabbat shall come fully and completely into its own. As Yeshayahu the prophet, looking 

forward to the Olam HaBa declared, “Every month on Rosh-Hodesh and every week on 

Shabbat, everyone living will come to worship in my presence,” says Adonai.” The long and 

short of it is that if you aren’t keeping Shabbat by choice now then you certainly won’t have a 

choice about it when Yeshua returns! As the “the writer to the Messianic Jews therefore 
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reminds us, “So there remains a Shabbat-keeping for God’s people. For the one who has 

entered God’s rest has also rested from his own works, as God did from his. Therefore, let us 

do our best to enter that rest; so that no one will fall short because of the same kind of 

disobedience.” 

 


