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It has been a real treat for me to have been part of preaching through the book of Genesis.  One of the things you have probably noticed about our preaching schedule is that he focuses on preaching through books of the Bible.  Bob will talk about this in a few weeks more, but this in part comes from the burden that we believe that God has composed the Bible in such a way that it is best understood by following the structured lines of thinking and argumentation built into each book of the Bible, and by doing that we are best able to guard against misunderstanding a text, removing it from its context.  So we chose the book of Genesis because we knew that there would be certain themes that we needed as a church to be strengthened in – covenant theology and the sovereignty of God, and just a better understanding of the Old Testament as a whole, for example, but we found as we worked our way verse by verse through that book that there was even more that God intended to teach us.  And so we are already preparing to go through our next book series on the book of Revelation, that so many of you have expressed enthusiasm about.  But as pastors as we pray for and think about this church, there are at times specific burdens that we believe the Lord lays on our hearts where we think both we as pastors need to be sharpened and where we as a church can grow in our understanding, and this is why we intersperse our longer series on books of the Bible with briefer topical series.  And so as we have been talking as a team for some time now, one of the areas that we think we have not yet taught on sufficiently has to do with the question of why we gather on Sundays.  Why do we meet weekly?  Why do we do the things that we do, and not other things?  And so it was our hope that by taking a number of weeks to work through that question of why we gather, that each member would be strengthened in understanding of what it is that we are doing as well as to grow in our enthusiasm for being together in corporate worship on Sundays and expectation for what God will do in our midst.  Part of this burden came about from a project I had to do for a class in seminary, and in the process I was looking at attendance from week to week, and I noticed that there would be a number of occasions where without any obvious reason, there would be a pretty significant difference in attendance from one week to the next, sometimes as much as 80 or 90 people difference, with well over 100 church members – not just attenders – members missing, and not on a week that would be heavily traveled, and regularly there would be a variance of 40-50 people difference.  Now numbers are not of great importance to us – the point is that many of the committed members of our church would just not show up on regular occasions for reasons that weren’t immediately clear, so that made us wonder how well we’d taught on the priority of the Lord’s Day, of gathering on Sundays.  We know that folks here come from very diverse church backgrounds, so convictions about gathering as the church may be different.  But as your pastors we feel it is incumbent upon us to proclaim you what we believe God has to say about these things.  But whenever we do a topical series like this we have to be even more careful in our preaching than when are in the safety of a book series because we want our preaching to be expository – that is, to go to a passage, dig in and get out of it what is already there and not just use a passage of Scripture as a launching pad to tell you what we want to tell you.  It’s fair to say that most preaching in America is like that, and we have the conviction that we want to avoid that.  So in those topical series, you will find us picking a particular passage that speaks to an issue and preach that passage and then draw the application primarily from that passage.  That’s what we did in our evangelism series back in the summer with sermons rooted in particular passages that had significant evangelism application.  And that’s mostly what you will see done in this current series, and it is what you have every right to expect from any church – that we will simply tell you what God says, and not what we want to say.  Because a pastor with a burden in search for a text is a dangerous man.  It takes a lot more work to be faithful to the Scriptures when you preach a topic than when you preach a passage of Scripture where context controls what the pastor says.   I say all that to let you know in advance that I’m going to break that rule this morning as I talk about the topic of the Lord’s Day.  I’ve said all that because I want you all to know that I’m aware of the peril that I’ve put myself in by doing this, and because I want you as a church to have confidence in us as pastors that we don’t want to stand in this pulpit and just tell you what we think.  My opinion doesn’t count for squat.  And so that’s why I have put – no exaggeration – 4 times the amount of hours in preparation for this sermon than any other sermon I’ve ever preached.  I don’t say that to get your sympathy, I say that simply to express how completely uncomfortable I am not being solidly and totally grounded in one particular text as I stand here and proclaim the Word to you.  I’m going to use the Bible, but not just stay in one text.  The issue that I’m talking about today, the Lord’s Day, is a topic that I’ve learned would be very easy to say things about that misrepresent Scripture, that are either ill-informed, or legalistic, or simply not a careful handling of the text, and I don’t want to do that.  I don’t want to say something here this morning and have to retract it in a few years.  But because we know that ALL Scripture is breathed out by God, that it ultimately has one author that we are able to do systematic theology, to come to a conclusion about a certain topic of theology that is drawn from the whole Bible and not just from one particular text.  The normal context for that is a theology class like the one I teach most Sunday evenings, more of a lecture and discussion format rather than a Sunday sermon that is intended to be an exposition of Scripture. And if you have more questions about this topic of the Lord’s Day, I’m going to use next week’s theology class to answer more about that, so come out next Sunday night and you can grill me with your questions then.  But this morning I’m going to try to do a hybrid of preaching and systematic and biblical and historical theology by surveying what the Bible has to teach us about the issue of what the church calls the Lord’s Day, and to consider how the early church practiced the Lord’s Day, and from that draw conclusions about what I believe God would have for our practice of the Lord’s Day to look like.  Let me just tell you up front for the first part of the message this may feel a little bit like a theological lecture, that’s just the nature of handling this particular topic, but I promise…by the end I’m gonna be preaching.  And let me just warn you in advance.  I’m going to offend some of you.  I myself was corrected as I studied for this message and I trust many of you will be as well.  But it’s going to be for your greater joy.   

So here is how the flow of my message will go.  First we will consider the Sabbath established in the Law of Moses, secondly the Sabbath fulfilled in Christ, Third, the Sabbath passing away in the new testament epistles, and finally we will look at the Lord’s Day Emerging in the early church.  But before I do anything else let us pray and ask God for his help.

First, let’s consider the Sabbath established in the Law of Moses.  Turn in your Bibles to Exodus 31, starting in verse 12.  “And the LORD said to Moses, 13"You are to speak to the people of Israel and say, 'Above all you shall keep my Sabbaths, for this is a sign between me and you throughout your generations, that you may know that I, the LORD, sanctify you. 14You shall keep the Sabbath, because it is holy for you. Everyone who profanes it shall be put to death. Whoever does any work on it, that soul shall be cut off from among his people. 15 Six days shall work be done, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of solemn rest, holy to the LORD. Whoever does any work on the Sabbath day shall be put to death. 16Therefore the people of Israel shall keep the Sabbath, observing the Sabbath throughout their generations, as a covenant forever. 17 It is a sign forever between me and the people of Israel that in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day he rested and was refreshed.'”

Everyone who profanes it shall be put to death.  That’s pretty serious.  Notice in verse 13, God said ABOVE ALL you shall keep my Sabbaths.  Sabbath was a major idea in the Old Testament, and if you remember it becomes a major point of the case against Jesus by the Pharisees.  The Sabbath was incredibly important to the Jewish religion because it was the sign of the Mosaic covenant, the 10 commandments.  Look at the 4th commandment recorded a few chapters earlier in Ex 20:8 – “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 9 Six days you shall labor, and do all your work, 10but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates. 11For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.”  Remember the 10 Commandments, which was the foundation and summary of the whole Old Testament Law was the covenant document, so when Yahweh said in Ex 31 that the Sabbath is a sign of the covenant in addition to being a command within the covenant, and this covenant is the constitutional document of the nation of Israel, we are dealing with a most central aspect of Jewish religion.  And you see how both of these passages tied the Jewish practice of Sabbath which means rest to God’s own taking of a Sabbath in Genesis 2.  Let’s look at Gen 2:1-3.  “Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. 2And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done. 3So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation.”  God’s blessing and making holy of the seventh day – Saturday on our calendars – was for Moses and the people of Israel the ground and foundation for their own practice of resting on the Sabbath day.  

Now a brief aside here.  Some who believe that the Sabbath is still binding for Christians today say that what you see in Genesis 2 is what they call a creation ordinance, or a command for the Sabbath found here.  But if you read it again, there is no command here.  It is descriptive, not prescriptive.  Now it’s clear that in the way that Moses wrote it, that he wanted to communicate to the Jewish people that the command to obey the Sabbath wasn’t arbitrary, but that it was grounded in the activity of God.  But that’s a far cry from saying that there is a command to keep the Sabbath found at creation.  That didn’t happen until just before the 10 commandments were given in Exodus 16, which was preparatory for the giving of the 10 commandments 4 chapters later.  And typically those who side with the Puritans in seeing this as a creation ordinance say that the ordinance is that one day in seven is blessed, so they can justify making Sunday the Christian Sabbath – but that is not what happens here.  It is not one day in 7 that is blessed and made holy, but a particular day of the week, Saturday.  The Sabbath was a day of rest on what we now call Saturday.

So what did this Sabbath rest mean for the people of Israel?  It meant a cessation from their daily labors for the purpose of demonstrating a reliance upon God rather than on the work of your own hands, and a time for worshiping him as the people of God.  It was about trust and worship.  God worked for 6 days and rested and made the day holy, so you as his people now work for 6 days and then rest and in so doing honor the seventh day as holy to the Lord.  They weren’t allowed to work, and neither were any of their servants or people who were staying with them or even their livestock.  Because resting and honoring the Sabbath had such a high priority in the Jewish religion, over time rabbis and religious leaders began giving additional rules collected in what was known as the Talmud, really the decisions about how to obey the law given over the centuries that was believed to be binding upon the people.  The idea behind the Talmudic rules was that the only way to avoid breaking any of the law is to build a fence far enough away from the rules that you won’t break the actual rules.  And so not only could you do no work,  you weren’t even allowed to light a lamp on the Sabbath, and there were even debates about whether you could eat an egg that a chicken had laid on the Sabbath.  

The Bible not only taught that the seventh day was to be a Sabbath, but it also taught that every seventh year was to be a Sabbath year for the land, so farmers were not allowed to sow or harvest every seventh year.  So what did the people eat in those Sabbath years?  Leviticus 25:20 – “And if you say, 'What shall we eat in the seventh year, if we may not sow or gather in our crop?' 21I will command my blessing on you in the sixth year, so that it will produce a crop sufficient for three years. 22 When you sow in the eighth year, you will be eating some of the old crop; you shall eat the old until the ninth year, when its crop arrives.”  So you hear how honoring both the seventh day as well as the seventh year was about trusting God to provide, recognizing that he was the Lord of the land and the Lord of time.  And then one additional Sabbath observance was called the Jubilee year, which happened after 7 cycles of 7 years, or every 50th year.  It was during this time where not only did the land rest again, but in a further demonstration that everything belonged to the Lord, all land went back to the original land owners every 50 years.  So in reality you couldn’t buy land, only lease it, because every 50 years the original family that owned it would receive it back.  Now one interesting fact is that there is no record in Scripture or in Jewish history that this year of Jubilee was actually honored.  This command was never actually kept so far as we can tell.  That will be significant when we get to the second point of the sermon, but for now, I want you to see just how this pattern of Sabbath not only filled the weekly calendar, but really the way the Sabbath was intended to govern the totality of Covenant Life for the people of God.  

But it was not only rest that was provided for by the Sabbath, but also worship.  In Leviticus 23:3, the weekly Sabbath is called a “holy convocation”, or assembly.  So it was a gathering of the people of God to the tent of meeting and later the synagogue and temple.  Psalm 92 informs us that singing to the Lord was a clear part of the time of worship.  Numbers 28:9-10 lays out the sacrifices that were to be offered each Sabbath.  And Ezekiel 46 references how the people were to bow down to the Lord at the Sabbath assemblies.  So rest was an important part of the Sabbath but not the only part.  And by the time we have New Testament accounts of what the Sabbath temple and synagogue gatherings were like, it’s clear that the reading and exposition of the Scriptures was a regular part of Sabbath worship for the Jewish people.  So I hope that gives a good lay of the land of the importance and meaning of the Sabbath for the people of Israel.  It was a covenant sign, and a day of rest and worship to God who had created and redeemed them from slavery.  

Secondly let’s look at the Sabbath fulfilled in the Gospels.  Turn in your Bibles to Matthew 11 starting in verse 28 – “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 29Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light."

1At that time Jesus went through the grainfields on the Sabbath. His disciples were hungry, and they began to pluck heads of grain and to eat. 2But when the Pharisees saw it, they said to him, "Look, your disciples are doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath." 3He said to them, "Have you not read what David did when he was hungry, and those who were with him: 4how he entered the house of God and ate the bread of the Presence, which it was not lawful for him to eat nor for those who were with him, but only for the priests? 5Or have you not read in the Law how on the Sabbath the priests in the temple profane the Sabbath and are guiltless? 6I tell you, something greater than the temple is here. 7And if you had known what this means, 'I desire mercy, and not sacrifice,' you would not have condemned the guiltless. 8For the Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath."

Now if you were reading along in your Bibles and not just seeing it on the screen above me, you will see that 11:28-30 is part of the previous section that doesn’t appear to be directly connected to Jesus’ teaching on the Sabbath in verse 12.  But remember those verse and chapter divisions are not in the original text – they were added by commentators many years later.  So to me and to most commentators today it’s clear that Jesus’ promise to give rest is very much connected to his statements about the Sabbath in chapter 12.  So in 11:28-30 Christ announces that the way to get rest is to come to him.  This stands in contrast from the Old Covenant concept of rest.  Rest was about a day and a year in the Jewish conception, but here Christ says that you get rest by coming to him.  It also contrasts because of what Jeremiah 6:16 says about how to get rest: “Thus says the LORD: "Stand by the roads, and look, and ask for the ancient paths, where the good way is; and walk in it, and find rest for your souls.”  Obedience is the way to rest under the Old Covenant, but in Christ rest comes simply by coming to him weary.  His yoke is easy and his burden is light.  In Christ we have the introduction of the rest that all the Sabbaths pointed to.  Remember all of the Old Testament is about pointing the way to Christ, and so the Sabbath rest of the Old Testament is pointing the way forward to something to come – Christ himself.  

So after Christ establishes himself as the rest that Sabbaths pointed towards, he then goes about with his disciples eating grain, because of which the Pharisees, the Jewish leaders accuse him of breaking the Sabbath laws.  Now when we looked at the original Sabbath laws back in the Old Testament, the point of the rest there was that the people could not do work, not that they could not eat.  Jesus and his disciples were not farmers, and so for them to pick grain and eat would not be considered work for them, so their accusation is wrong to begin with.  Jesus kept all of the law perfectly including the Sabbath laws.  But Jesus felt no obligation to keep the additional rules that the Jewish rabbis had added on top of the true law given by God.  But Jesus isn’t really interested in defending himself here, and so he makes a few very important points to them.  First he compares his own actions with those of David.  It was against the Mosaic law for anyone but priests to eat the showbread, and yet David and his men ate and were not condemned.  Further he says that the priests themselves profane the Sabbath by working on the Sabbath, and yet they are in no way condemned as law breakers for doing so.  Then he says that something, meaning himself, greater than the temple is here.  Just as with David and the priests, the difference between violating and honoring the law isn’t just what one does, but who the person doing the alleged violation is.  He summarizes it this way in verse 8 – “ For the son of man is Lord of the Sabbath.”  If in Exodus the Sabbath is said to be the Sabbath to the Lord, here in their presence is the Lord of the Sabbath.  Even as he keeps the law faithfully, his position as Lord of the Sabbath, as the one greater than David and the temple, means this:  this day is about me.  I am the one who instituted the Sabbath, and I am the one who has come to give true Sabbath rest.  In me is the rest that Sabbath was always pointing to.  And the Pharisees missed it.  So when Jesus healed on the Sabbath, he was keeping the Sabbath because he was bringing about rest in the lives of those who were healed.  The Pharisees completely missed the point.  That’s why in this same account in Mark 2:27, Jesus said, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.”  He’s the Lord of the Sabbath.

And so this explains what he said in Luke 4 starting in verse 16.  “And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up. And as was his custom, he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, and he stood up to read. 17And the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written, 18 "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captive  and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, 19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor."  20And he rolled up the scroll and gave it back to the attendant and sat down. And the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. 21And he began to say to them, "Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”

This is one terribly misunderstood passage, and it gets misunderstood because of the failure to appreciate the Sabbath context.  The passage in Isaiah that Jesus is reading from is Isaiah 61.  It’s about the year of Jubilee.  Remember how I said that there’s no record of the year of jubilee ever being kept in Israel?  Jesus said with the beginning of his ministry this Scripture, and thus the Jubilee year, was fulfilled.  Many folks who quote this passage try to say that the real focus of Jesus’ ministry was about relieving the poor and the oppressed.  That’s not at all what he is saying.  This passage isn’t ultimately about social justice.  He’s saying that in him, all the hopes for the deliverance of oppression of slavery and blindness, and poverty which were ultimately about the oppression of sin are fulfilled in himself.  His coming marks the end of the reign of sin in the world.  To minimize Jesus’ ministry to being about relief of the poor is to fundamentally misunderstand his entire purpose in coming, and to belittle the gospel.  Yes, when the kingdom comes in all of its fullness there will be no more poverty or oppression of any time, but that’s because he will rid the world not of capitalism and wealth, but of sin and sinners.  His ministry is about destroying the works of the devil and sin, not ushering in a Marxist utopia.  And there are people who will call themselves pastors and even evangelicals and say that the gospel is about social action and poverty, but they do not understand the gospel or the ministry of Christ.  He came to set his people free from their own slavery to sin.  That’s how he fulfilled the year of jubilee and the Sabbath.  He IS the Sabbath rest.  He IS the year of Jubilee.  He IS the Lord of the Sabbath.  

Third let’s see the Sabbath passing away in the New Testament Epistles.  I just want to look briefly at two passages, I’ll pick one from Paul and one from the book of Hebrews.  Turn to Colossians 2:16 – “Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. 17 These are a shadow of the things to come, but the substance belongs to Christ.”  What this passage explains on a plain reading of the text is that how you observe the Sabbath is up to your own conscience.  Now a deeper more careful reading of the text will tell you the same thing, so if you have questions about how I arrived at that, I’ll be glad to talk about it next week at theology class, but I’ll save the rest of you the time it would take to prove that it really means what it seems to say.  Paul is saying that Christians have the freedom to observe the Sabbath however they want.  Two things we can get from this.  First, there were Christians who continued to observe the Jewish Sabbath, and so Paul tells them that they are free to do so, but he also is making it clear, as he does in Galatians 4 when he talks about the observance of days in negative terms, that there is no obligation to observe the Jewish Sabbath.  It’s a matter of personal conviction and preference, as is circumcision, diet, and alcohol consumption.  You are free in Christ to do what you please as long as you are acting in love towards your brothers.  But what’s also clear is that the Christians first day of the week gathering was not called a Sabbath.  In fact, not only did the apostles never refer to the Christian gathering as a Sabbath, nowhere in church history is the Lord’s day referred to as a Sabbath until the 3rd century.  It took more than 200 years of Christian worship before we have any record of anyone calling the church’s gathering a Christian Sabbath.  Even though we will see in the next section that the church DID gather weekly, it is not the Sabbath.  The Sabbath was fulfilled in Christ.  

I’ll show you this from one more place, turn to the book of Hebrews chapter 4.  Bwcause of time I’m not going to read this whole section, where the writer of Hebrews describes why the people of Israel wandered in the desert for 40 years and failed to enter the promised land because of their unbelief.  Their failure to enter the promised land he describes in this passage as a failure to enter God’s rest that God entered on the 7th day of creation.  The message to enter that rest is called in verse two the good news – the gospel. So they say that the people of Israel had the good news of entering God’s rest in the Promised Land on the basis of their faith in God preached to them, but they failed to enter it because of unbelief.  So let’s pick up in verse 8.  “For if Joshua had given them rest, God would not have spoken of another day later on. 9So then, there remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God, 10for whoever has entered God’s rest has also rested from his works as God did from his. 11Let us therefore strive to enter that rest, so that no one may fall by the same sort of disobedience.”

Remember Joshua led them into the Promised land, but the author of Hebrews says that this wasn’t the real rest that was promised to them, and so therefore there remains still a Sabbath rest for the people of God, but it isn’t seen as primarily a future rest for us because verse 3 says that we who believe have entered that rest.  So in a very real sense, when we rested from our works by believing the gospel, we entered into the Sabbath rest of Christ.  We have already entered into that rest by faith in Christ.  But there’s still a future orientation of that rest that’s clear here as well – its not entirely experienced yet.  So we have already entered into Sabbath rest, even as there’s a not yet aspect -- a rest presently experience, and a future fuller rest remaining.  

Fourthly, let’s see how the Lord’s Day emerges in the early church.  It actually starts on evening of Christ’s resurrection.  Look with me at Luke 24.  We will start at verse 28 and we are picking up in the middle of the account where Jesus was walking on the Emmaus Road with two of his disciples, but they didn’t recognize Jesus.  Verse 28.  “So they drew near to the village to which they were going. He acted as if he were going farther, 29but they urged him strongly, saying, "Stay with us, for it is toward evening and the day is now far spent." So he went in to stay with them. 30When he was at table with them, he took the bread and blessed and broke it and gave it to them. 31 And their eyes were opened, and they recognized him. And he vanished from their sight.”  Here we have the first recorded gathering of the church in celebration of the risen Christ where they celebrate the Lord’s Supper.  That phrase of breaking bread is a phrase that came to be a specific reference to the Lord’s Supper being celebrated by the gathered church.  And so the first celebration of the Lord’s Supper happened on the very first Sunday of the Lord’s resurrection, that very evening. 

And it appears that this became the pattern.  While there is no direct mention of this Easter night meal with the risen Christ being the reason for the church gathering on the first day of the week, the connection is pretty unmistakable, because in the earliest days of the church they gathered not on Sunday mornings, but on Sunday nights.  Remember that many of the earliest Christians were converted Jews who at least for many years continued observing the Jewish Sabbath, and so the need for distinctly Christian fellowship fell on the first day of the week, following the pattern of that first evening meal with Christ on the first Easter.  But we have a letter dated 109 AD from Pliny the Younger, who was a Roman governor, forbidding the gathering of groups on Sunday nights because of fears of sedition, and so the church was forced by necessity to move its meeting to Sunday mornings, and that has been the tradition ever since, and there’s really no clear explanation for the gathered church’s meeting beginning on Sunday morning other than this Roman edict.  So that’s a point from early church history, but let’s look at some of the texts that mention this first day gathering.  There are but three that specifically mention the day of the gathering so let’s look at those.  

First, look at Acts 20, starting in verse 7.  “On the first day of the week, when we were gathered together to break bread, Paul talked with them, intending to depart on the next day, and he prolonged his speech until midnight. 8There were many lamps in the upper room where we were gathered. 9And a young man named Eutychus, sitting at the window, sank into a deep sleep as Paul talked still longer. And being overcome by sleep, he fell down from the third story and was taken up dead. 10But Paul went down and bent over him, and taking him in his arms, said, "Do not be alarmed, for his life is in him." 11And when Paul had gone up and had broken bread and eaten, he conversed with them a long while, until daybreak, and so departed. 12And they took the youth away alive, and were not a little comforted.”  A few things to point out about this. 

First, we need to consider that phrase “On the first day of the week” -- it is literally translated “The one of the Sabbath”.  This is significant because it tells us that the church – in this case a Gentile church – accepted the idea of the seven day week from the Jewish religion.  The reason why I say that is because nowhere in history up til this time in the early church is there such a thing as a 7 day week except in the Jewish religion.  Did you know that the world’s current system of measuring time with 7 day weeks is completely based on Mosaic law, rooted in God’s 6 day creation?  At this point in the history of the Roman empire, no one else would have had 7 day weeks.  There are astronomical explanations for months – the length of a lunar cycle, and years – the time it takes for the earth to orbit the sun – but no explanation for a seven day week.  In fact, the Roman empire didn’t acknowledge the 7 day week until Emperor Constantine in the 4th century established it in honor of the Christian day of gathering, making the first of the week an official empire wide holiday.  So for the church to have adopted this 7 day cycle, and to talk not about the seventh day, but the first day is establishing something of significance.  It means that the church saw a need to continue the pattern of Jewish Sabbath practice, even as the meaning and requirements of this day were changed.  This phrase the “first day of the week” became a technical phrase that referred to the gathering of the church for worship, connecting it permanently to a day of celebrating the resurrected Christ in worship, especially the preaching of the Word and the taking of the Lord’s Supper.  

Secondly we see in this passage that they gathered together to break bread.  I already mentioned that the breaking of bread was a specific reference to the Lord’s Supper, which we will see more clearly in 1 Corinthians.  The word for gathered together also took on a formal technical meaning to describe Christian worship.  This type of explicitly Christian gathering has its roots in Acts 2 where we are told that the church gathered together daily to have the Lord’s supper, hear the teaching of the apostles, pray and have fellowship.  It appears that the daily gathering wasn’t sustainable economically or practically, and so while there is no reference to a daily gathering except here in Acts two, that the church adopted a weekly gathering based on the Jewish weekly cycle is shown here in Acts 20.  Let’s look at the other two references to a specific day before I wrap up with some conclusions.  

Turn over to 1 Corinthians 16, verse 1.  “Now concerning the collection for the saints: as I directed the churches of Galatia, so you also are to do. 2On the first day of every week, each of you is to put something aside and store it up, as he may prosper, so that there will be no collecting when I come. 3And when I arrive, I will send those whom you accredit by letter to carry your gift to Jerusalem.”  A couple of things to notice here.  Notice he selected a specific day – that first day of the week, which is never in reference to anything but the gathered church or the resurrection itself.  And what were they to do on that day?  They were to put money aside so that he wouldn’t have to collect money when he came for the Jerusalem church.  That putting aside money on a particular day of the week is the collection of money that would be used for the global church.  But also notice that he has given the same instruction to the churches in Galatia.  The first day of the week was the day that it appears, and the later church records confirm, that universally among both Jewish and Gentile Christians gathered.  And we know that the rest of this letter is in many ways about correcting their practices when they gather, and here Paul tells of a specific day that this gathering took place.  

And then let’s look at the other reference in the NT to a specific day of gathering.  Turn to Revelation 1 verse 9-10.  “I, John, your brother and partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient endurance that are in Jesus, was on the island called Patmos on account of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.  I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day, and I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet.”  John is in prison on the isle of Patmos, and he uses a unique phrase – the Lord’s Day.  Now true, he doesn’t say anything about the church gathering – remember he was in prison, likely without any other Christians with him, so the only thing we know happening is that on this Lord’s Day, while he was in the Spirit – a reference that we don’t fully understand but clearly something related to worship – God came to him and revealed to him this whole book that was to be delivered to the churches.  The reason why this is important is because this phrase, the Lord’s Day is established as something that would have been meaningful to all the churches by the time John’s Revelation is distributed.  He doesn’t explain it, so they all know what he’s talking about.  Now what it means exactly we have to discover from other sources but we have to do something with this fact – a particular day of the week has been designated the Lord’s Day.  A day that belongs to the Lord.  And to confirm that this indeed was the day that the church gathered, we have a massive number of documents from the early church confirming that the day that the church gathered together was called the Lord’s Day, including one that was written either the same time or even prior to John’s Revelation, a document called the Didache, or the Teaching of the 12 apostles, which wasn’t really a theological book, but more of a handbook on the practice of the church.  The first line of section 14 of the Didache says this – “But on the Lord’s Day, after you have assembled together, break bread and give thanks.”  So before the turn of the first century, you have a clearly established weekly gathering of the church.  

So let me summarize the conclusions I’ve tried to draw before wrapping it all up into what this means for our practice of the Lord’s Day here.  I know that was a lot, a whirlwind survey of the Bible’s idea of the Sabbath and Lord’s Day!  First, the Sabbath was established in the law of Moses as a covenant sign for the people of Israel.  Secondly, Jesus claimed to have fulfilled the Sabbath and proclaimed himself to be the Lord of the Sabbath.  Third, the apostolic treatment of the Sabbath was that it was permissible to practice it, but not required because it was part of the Old Covenant and the real Sabbath rest was found in faith in Christ, and so there was no such thing as the Christian Sabbath.  Fourth, the early church met weekly on the first day of the Jewish 7 day week, accepting that cycle and pattern of a time of worship in celebration of the risen Christ, calling it the Lord’s Day.

So what does all this mean for us?  I have four implications that I believe we can draw from these texts.  

First, it means that there is a biblical implication and expectation that the church will gather together for worship and mutual edification on the Lord’s Day.  That conclusion may surprise you since I never showed a command to gather every week directly written in Scripture.  But to that I would reply that not everything that we have to do or believe is found written as a clear imperative in Scripture.  There are things that we all agree we must do or believe that are the necessary implications of Scripture even if they aren’t word for word commands.  We have to be very careful here because it would be easy to slip into legalism, but I think I can convince you that every single one of us affirm this principle of necessary implication.  Let me give you two examples.  First, is the obligation to believe the doctrine of the Trinity.  The church has universally held since the council of Nicea in the 4th century, that you cannot rightfully call yourself a Christian if you don’t believe in the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Three in Persons, one in Essence.  But there is not a single verse that says The Father Son and Spirit exist eternally as 3 in persons, one in essence.  You have to pull together a lot of verses all of which imply these things but may not directly state it.  And yet we would never admit anyone as a member who denied the Trinity because of the implications upon the gospel.  Another example is that I’ve yet to meet someone in our church who wants to defend the practice of polygamy.  Anyone here believe that having multiple spouses is a good, godly practice?  Any wives here comfortable with being a bridesmaid in your husband’s marriage to 3 more women?  Why not?  Is it because you’re a legalist?  There’s not a single verse that forbids polygamy.  Here’s why you can say it’s an immoral practice without being a legalist – because the Scriptures imply and assume that it’s bad, not only because of the negative effects multiple wives always cause in the Bible, but because the Bible teaches that marriage is about displaying Christ, who has one bride, and because elders and deacons are only allowed to have one wife, explicitly stating that anyone who does anything else is disqualified from a position in the church an implicitly stating that it is morally wrong to practice polygamy.  It’s the same thing with the expectation and assumption that the church will gather on the Lord’s Day.  Paul is able to command the collection of offerings on the first day of the week to all the churches because he knows they will be gathering already.  It’s assumed.  John is able to talk about the Lord’s Day in Revelation without explaining it because everyone understands what the Lord’s Day is.  Being a part of the body of Christ means that you not only gather to be with the body, but that you gather to worship the risen Christ as the people of God with your brothers and sisters.  God calls the Sunday gathering of his people the Lord’s Day.  That means something.  Don’t miss that.  I think the role of pastors to teach and preach also assumes a corporate regular gathering where all can be expected to hear the Word preached.  I can’t tell you as a pastor the number of times that I’ve had a particular individual on my heart as I’ve prepared a particular point, and know how encouraged they would be and as I look out into the congregation they’re not here.  They missed the chance to receive the grace of God in that moment.  The irony of this message is that the people who most needed to hear it, most of them aren’t here.  Most of you here, I’m just preaching to the choir.  SO many of you would be bringing IVs and portable oxygen tanks in here to gather with the people of God in worship and to sit under his Word.  So the first reason is that it is the biblical implication and expectation that the church will meet to gather each and every Sunday.  

Second it means that it’s not a day of private worship and edification but of corporate.  You can’t do this in your living room listening to a podcasted sermon and Chris Tomlin CD.  It’s not the same.  Don’t get me wrong.  I love listening to downloaded sermons.  I love listening to worship CDs.  I love sitting with Beth at the piano and singing worship songs with her.  But as sweet as that is, it is not the gathered church.  It is not fellowship with the church that God has called me to be a part of.  I love John Piper’s preaching, but John Piper is not my pastor.  He doesn’t pray for me.  He doesn’t know anything about my life.  He is not called to shepherd my soul with the preaching of the Word.  The men on this pastoral team are.  If you’re called to be a part of this church, you are called to gather whenever possible with this church.  Because remember, it’s not just about your personal experience or edification.  It is about the mutual upbuilding of one another.  No, my preaching can’t compare to John Piper’s or Mark Driscoll’s, but you aren’t using your spiritual gifts, your care and service for your church when you plug in your headphones into your iPod.  The Holy Spirit isn’t likely going to bring a prophetic word to you through your iPod.  He’s going to use people in one another’s life.  That’s what Hebrews 10:24-25 is all about.  “And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, 25 not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.”  That’s not talking about having coffee with your accountability partner.  The meeting together is about the gathered church, and the gathered church empowered by the Holy Spirit through the proclamation of the Word of God is the primary means that God is going to use to bring you safely home.  Jesus Christ didn’t create the church because the internet hadn’t been invented yet.  It’s because this was the wisdom of God in how he would keep us.  

Finally, it means that you need to and should want to gather with the church each week in worship and celebration of the risen Christ in anticipation of the future final rest that awaits us. The true Sabbath has broken through in the person and work of Christ.  All the rules about rest are gone, but the priority of gathering to worship the risen Savior remains.  In about 110 AD Ignatius wrote to the Magnesians that Christians are “no longer sabbatizing, but living according to the Lord’s day.”  But despite the fact that the strict regulations of the Sabbath have passed away when it was fulfilled in Christ, that doesn’t mean that there are no connections.  Yes the requirements of the Sabbath have passed, but the priority of the gathered church remained, as it adopted the Sabbath cycle and many of the elements of Sabbath worship under the leadership of the apostles, now calling the weekly worship of the people of God the Lord’s Day.  The worship of the Lord’s Day anticipates the worship of heaven where then fully at rest we will partake of the breaking of bread and the drinking of some really fine wine at the wedding supper of the Lamb.  And here’s the best part.  We’re not bridesmaids or wedding attendants.  We’re the bride.  What we do here is about what we’re going to do there.  We are anticipating being with our Savior and Lord and fullness then, but actually experiencing his divine presence in a unique way here each and every Sunday.  So what else could you possibly have to do on Sunday mornings that you can’t put off for another time?  What else could take precedent over this?  Forget about the question of whether it’s a sin to work on Sunday mornings or not.  How much money could possibly pay for the privilege of worshiping the risen Christ with the people of God, of hearing from God’s Word , experiencing the fellowship of the people of God exercising their spiritual gifts and their care for one another?  I told you I was gonna preach!  Work and play should not interfere and when it does it should be the exception that is unavoidable, not just whatever was most convenient or practicalfor you. What football game could be more exciting, more enthralling, more soul stirring than gathering to sing with all our heart and celebrate the risen Christ who died to set you free from the power and curse of sin and rose to bring you to glory with him?  And if think a football game or an extra two hours of sleep are going to bring you more soul satisfaction than singing to the Lamb who was slain for your sins and hearing from his Word to you, then I dare say that you don’t really understand the privilege that it is to worship him any Sunday, much less every Sunday.  He is alive, and he is here with his gathered church in a unique way!  Make the Lord’s Day a priority for you and your family.  I don’t want to ever promote my own example as if I’m trying to impress you.  I fyou’re ever impressed with anything I say or do, you just don’t know me well enough.  But I’ve made a commitment that as far as it is in my power, my family is not going to miss an opportunity to worship with the gathered church.  I generally don’t plan weekend trips that take me away from the church, but when I do, I make sure that there will be a place for Beth and I to go and worship.  The morning after our wedding night, it was such a blessing to worship with her up at Covenant Life before we headed to the airport, and then when we were in France we had the privilege of worshiping at a French English evangelical church which was really cool, and when we go to my family’s home in South Carolina, we get to sit under the preaching of Sinclair Ferguson.  If Sunday is the Lord’s Day, it seems difficult to me to make a case that we’re on vacation from gathering with the people of God when we are in another town.  It’s just another privilege to gather with the people of God in another town!  The point is this – make being with God’s people a priority for your family, not a travel day or another day of vacation because what could be better than worshiping with the people of God wherever you are?

Listen, I don’t want anyone here to feel condemned because of this exhortation.  Jesus died for our misplaced priorities and all the ways we’ve failed to worship him properly, including the times where we’ve come to church but our hearts were far from worshiping him.  I don’t want you to feel condemned, But I do want you to be challenged!  What else would you rather do, and if there’s something, what does that reveal?  I mean husbands how many of you would say on your anniversary, hey honey I know it’s our 15th year anniversary, but I mean we have this celebration every year, can we take a year off?   If you feel that way, something’s not quite right, you know?  This gathering is critical for your soul.  The Puritans referred to it as the market day for the soul.  This is where we come to get our food for the week, where we fill up in order to be poured out for the sake of Christ to the world and to our families.  You need this time.  Voltaire, the agnostic philosopher of the French Revolution said this – “If you want to kill Christianity, you must abolish Sunday.”  He was completely right.  We need the gathered church. When we come and sing, and pray, and bring our offerings, and eat and drink the Lord’s Supper, and hear the Word of God read and proclaimed, we are coming as beggars to the one who has all the bread.  Without the gathered church we wouldn’t make it.  Do you feel that way?  Do you come eager and expecting to receive from the Lord?  I hope you do.  We want you to, because when you come thirsty to Jesus he says, “whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty again.”  Whoever comes hungry Jesus says, “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger.”  To whomever is tired and weary he says “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 29Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light."  So come with the eager expectation that He will meet with you as you come and meet with the saints.  Come prepared.  Don’t come casually, showing up whenever you finally get your hair looking perfect.  Prepare the night before and the morning of.  If you know you have a pattern of often wandering into church after we’ve begun the service, start waking up a few minutes earlier.  If you find yourself tired when you are sitting under preaching then get to bed earlier on Saturday night.  If you find yourself distracted as you first walk into the door, spend some time on the car on your way to church praying that the Lord would meet with you and minister to your soul as you come to worship him.  He loves to fill us to overflowing when we come in this manner, and so come hungry we must.  This Day about deepening our joy and our satisfaction in the risen Christ.   Why wouldn’t you come?

So that’s our desire for you – not that you would come each week because you feel obligated but because you love to worship the Savior and to be with his people and to build them up as you yourself encourage and are encouraged by the body of Christ, the breaking of bread, and by the Word of God.   Let’s pray.  
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