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Sunday, Sabbath and the Weekend:
Managing Time in a Global Culture

Remembering Two of Our Own
Bob Desbien and Father Edward M. O’Flaherty SJ
As we celebrate the 125th anniversary of the LDA, we remember
two beloved members of the Board of Managers, Bob Desbien
and Father Ed O’Flaherty, now gone on to their eternal reward.
Both were passionate advocates for Christ and the Church, and
they are sorely missed. Yet there remains hope. So then, there
remains a Sabbath rest for the people of God; for whoever enters
God’s rest also ceases from his labors as God did from his.
— Hebrews 4: 9-10 (RSV)

“Much needed in a culture that emphasizes productivity
and work as the source of identity. Sunday, Sabbath,
and the Weekend points
powerfully to an ancient and
yet countercultural spiritual
practice—Sabbath-keeping…
an excellent resource!”
Claire Wolfteich— Boston University
School of Theology
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CHRIST-BEARERS:
BEARERS OF LIFE

The Lord’s Day Alliance, in its fifth such event, gathered at the First
Amendment Center in Nashville, Tennessee in September 2011 to consider
the meaning of Sabbath or Sunday, the Lord’s Day, in light of the religious
freedom guaranteed us in the first amendment.
Honoring the Lord’s Day is carried on today in the midst of commercialism,
harried schedules but more than ever in light of the religious rights of others.
Yet, what is particularly biblical is also a gift for others. As Glen Stassen writes
in his article, “Relief for the Vulnerable” (p. 4), the Lord’s Day is a gift given
all people while it remains a communal Christian covenant renewal.
At the event in Nashville John Thatamanil of Union
Theological Seminary led us to consider the Third
Commandment in light of this freedom of religion and the
biblical counsel not to defame the name of the Lord (Exodus
20:7), timely advice for our times. Thatamanil argued that we
defame God’s name when our deeds are out of keeping with
and in contradiction to the identity we profess as followers
of Christ.
Christ’s mission, in light of first amendment principles
becomes a challenge of our times. Each of us is on a journey
that calls us to give expression to the hope that animates us,
but not in such a way that we defame the very name ‘Christian’ we hold
dear. ‘My’ religious freedom happens to the degree ‘I’ allow religious freedom
to others.
Likewise, that same mission calls us to a life of truth telling as commanded
in the 9th commandment, and as will be a focus of the 125th anniversary
convocation of the Lord’s Day Alliance at Union Theological Seminary in the
City of New York and The Abyssinian Baptist Church, September 27-28, 2013.
Together with co-host the Academy of Preachers, the Lord’s Day Alliance
will mark its 125th anniversary with a first-of-its-kind ‘Festival of Young
Preachers’. In this festival, preachers—ages 14 to 28—will be encouraged
to preach on the topic, “Truth-Telling: A Crisis of Facts” as a part of the
Academy of Preachers’ larger thematic emphasis, “Questions of the Soul.” We
are delighted to be joined with the Academy of Preachers, founded by Rev.
Dr. Dwight A. Moody. (See AcademyofPreachers.net)
Latin American evangelist Ruth Padilla DeBorst writes of the need for
public confession to replace power as “Christ-bearers” (Christians) like LDA
sermon contest winner Shawn Woo (p.12) faithfully proclaims the
good news Sunday after Sunday.
Together let us work toward fulfillment of the encouragement found in St.
Paul’s letter to the Galatian church to, “Bear one another’s
burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.” By doing so, we
will indeed be bearer’s of life.

“We Christians are Christ-bearers,
and therefore we must be life-bearers.
We are to increase the life of all those we touch
that they might grow toward the fullness of life
which Christ has come to give us.”

Timothy A. Norton and Rodney L. Petersen
Co-Executive Directors of the Lord’s Day Alliance
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Catholic Exchange, http://catholicexchange.com/christ-bearers/
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Galatians 6:2 (ESV)
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the Lord’s Day
Relief for theVulnerable!
By Glen Stassen
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T

he headline for the whole of the
Ten Commandments is: “I (am)
the Lord your God, who brought
you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (Exodus 20:2). The first two lines are
simply:
“I, Yahweh your God,” a noun clause, similar to Exodus 6:2, 6-8: “I (am) the Lord,
and I will free you from the burdens of the
Egyptians and deliver you from slavery to
them. I will redeem you with an outstretched
arm and with mighty acts of judgment….
You shall know that I (am) the Lord your
God, who has freed you from the burdens of
the Egyptians.”

The Lord’s Day, Sabbath or Sunday,
reminds us of the renewal of those
Commandments not simply in the
abstract but before God. The name of
God throughout the Old Testament is
translated the Lord. It is the Hebrew
name, YHWH.
But what does Yahweh mean?

The Name of God
The name of God is revealed in Exodus
3 and Exodus 6. Moses was keeping his
father-in-law’s flock on the mountain, just
minding his own business, when suddenly
he saw this burning bush. It wasn’t Moses’

idea. God called to him and said, “Here I
am.” I think that’s a clue to the meaning
of his name, “Here I am.” Or, “I am here.”
And Yahweh said to him, “I have seen the
misery of my people who are in Egypt; I
have heard their cry. I know their sufferings, and I have come down to deliver
them. . . .” But Moses said, “Who am I
that I should go to Pharaoh? If they ask
me, what is his name, what shall I say to
them?” God said to Moses, “I am who I
am.” Say, “The LORD, Yahweh, has sent
me to you. . . . This is my name forever,
and this is my title for all generations.”
Scholars don’t know where the word,
“Yahweh,” came from.2 I think the
best interpretation comes from Walther
Eichrodt: “The most natural interpretation
remains ‘I am,’ ‘I am present.’ This makes
perfect sense in Moses’ context: “’I am
really and truly present, ready to help and
to act . . . demonstrably and immediately
present and active…. Near at hand and
mighty to control.”3 Exodus chapters 3
and 6 are so important that they actually
braid three different traditions together.
We can unbraid them and ask if any
themes are repeated in all three strands.
That can give us a clue about the meaning that goes with the name, Yahweh.
1. All three strands say Yahweh is the
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
They each got in a jam, and God
delivered them. Abraham was about
to sacrifice his only son, Isaac. God
delivered both Abraham and Isaac.
Jacob was coming back home after
hiding out for fourteen years, afraid
his brother, Esau, would kill him.
God delivered Jacob.
2. Five times God tells Moses he will
be faithful to his covenant with
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Exodus
2:25; 3:6; 3:15; 6:3; 6:8). Five times
God tells Moses, I will be with you;
I will deliver you from the oppression of the Egyptians (3:8, 10, 12,
17; 6:6-8). So we can conclude that
God’s name connotes, “ I will be
present with you, I will be faithful
to my covenant with you, and I will
deliver you.”

God called to him
and said,
Here I am.” I
think that’s a clue to
the meaning of his
name, “Here I am.”
Or, “I am here.”
And Yahweh said to
him, “I have seen
the misery of my
people who are in
Egypt; I have heard
their cry. I know
their sufferings, and
I have come down to
deliver them. . . .

“

”

3. Five times they tell us God experiences the suffering of the oppressed
with compassion: “Their cry for help
rose up to God and God heard their
1 2 5
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groaning…, and God took notice of
them. . . . I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt;
I have heard their cry on account
of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know
their sufferings. . .” (Ex 2:23-25;
3:7; 3; 9; 3:16; 6:5). So God’s name
also means I am present to hear the
cries of the oppressed and see their
misery and know their sufferings
with compassion.
4. That is why throughout the Psalms
and the prophets, we pray that
God will hear our cries and see our
suffering, and will be present to
deliver. For example Psalms 3, 4, 5
and 11 So God’s name also means I
am present to hear the cries of the
oppressed and see their misery and
know their sufferings with compassion.
5. And yet one more theme: Moses
removes his shoes, for this is holy
ground. “And Moses hid his face,
for he was afraid to look at God.”
The Lord is mighty and majestic;
holy both in the sense of having
compassion for the oppressed and
delivering them, and also in the
sense of having the might to
deliver them.

The Ten Commandments are
not arbitrary commands,
nor are they divided as one
table concerning vertical
relationship to the LORD
and a second table about
horizontal relationship with
neighbors. They give us a
headline: it’s about serving
the Lord, who hears the cries
of the vulnerable, acts to
deliver them, and calls us to
hear and to deliver.
6
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After God had delivered the people of
Israel from their slavery in Egypt, “Moses
went up to God” on the mountain once
again (Exodus 19:3): “There was thunder
and lightning, as well as a thick cloud
on the mountain…. Now Mount Sinai
was wrapped in smoke, because the Lord
had descended upon it in fire; the smoke
went up like the smoke of a kiln, while the
whole mountain shook violently….” This
is the revelation of the majesty of God
and the hallowedness of God’s name.
In sum, the meaning of the name of
Yahweh is stated in Exodus 3:7-8: “I have
observed the misery of my people who
are in Egypt; I have heard their cry on
account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I
know their sufferings, and I have come
down to deliver them from the Egyptians
and to bring them up out of that land to
a good and broad land….”

God Known
in Restorative Justice
That is why the prophet Isaiah repeatedly addresses “The Holy One of Israel,
our Redeemer.” Isaiah sees Yahweh’s holiness not in Yahweh’s separateness from
the unredeemed, but in Yahweh’s presence to the plight of Israel’s (and the
nations’) bondage or separation, and in
Yahweh’s delivering them. In Isaiah’s vision
in Isaiah 6, Yahweh is high and lifted up,
and Isaiah experiences the awe before the
majesty that Moses had experienced; but
Yahweh sends the seraphim to cleanse
Isaiah’s unclean lips and to make him part
of Yahweh’s mission to deliver. In Isaiah’s
own experience of call, and in the book
of Isaiah, Yahweh is the Deliverer, the
Redeemer, who is faithful to the covenant,
and hears the cry of the vulnerable and
the oppressed, and works to deliver them.
Whenever Jesus proclaimed the coming
of the reign of God to deliver us, he was
always citing Isaiah.4
Justice in the Bible is delivering justice,
justice that delivers the poor, the needy,
the outcasts, the dominated, the victims
of violence, and restores them to community. God cares for delivering, restorative
justice. That is who God is in the Bible.
To know God is to do delivering justice.
Listen to these words from the prophet
Jeremiah (22:15-16): “Did not your father
eat and drink and do justice and righteousness? Then it was well with him. He

judged the cause of the poor and needy;
then it was well. Is this not to know me,
says the LORD?”
OT scholar from Yale, Brevard Childs,
is right when he argues: “God is present and known where the oppressed are
freed, and the naked are covered (Isa
58.6ff).”5 And: “The commandments
were not arbitrary stipulations which
had unwittingly assumed an importance.
Rather, they reflected the essential character of God himself . . . The prologue
makes absolutely clear that the commands
which follow are integrally connected to
God’s act of self-revelation.”6
My predecessor at Fuller Theological
Seminary, Lew Smedes, intuitively saw
this connection between God’s identity and doing justice. In his book, Mere
Morality, he based his ethics first on the
Ten Commandments. He interpreted each
commandment with his own characteristic
sense of compassion for people. And then
he regularly moved on to ask how Jesus’
teaching of love extends the implications
of the commandment. Growing out of his
own sense of compassion, Smedes found
in the Gospels a deep unity with the Ten
Commandments.

The Ten Commandments
as Covenant
We are delivered from legalism and
self-righteousness if we interpret each
commandment not as a legalistic rule
resting simply on an authoritarian understanding of an authoritarian God. They
are commands based on a delivering,
compassionate God. We should interpret
each command guided by our prayerful
relationship with a God who cares:
• You shall have no other gods
before me.
• You shall not make for yourself
an idol.
• You shall not misuse the name of
the LORD your God.
• Remember the Sabbath day,
by keeping it holy.
• Honor your father and your mother
• You shall not kill.
• You shall not commit adultery.
• You shall not steal.
• You shall not give false testimony.
• You shall not covet your neighbor’s
house…wife…or anything that
belongs to your neighbor.

Covenant Renewal:
“Remember the Sabbath day,
by keeping it holy”
Attending to the Lord’s Day, the
Sabbath, is a kind of covenant renewal, a
reminder of relief for the vulnerable. It is
about seeing the need and hearing the cry
of the vulnerable, paying special attention
to the needs of your children, your slaves,
livestock, and the powerless immigrants.
“You shall not do any work—neither you,
nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your livestock,
nor the immigrant within your towns.”
As one writer puts it: “As a day set apart
for Yahweh as ‘holy to the Lord,’ its basic
observance was negatively put: Do not
do any kind of labor!”7 Exodus 23:12
confirms this interpretation, stating the
reason unmistakably: “Six days you shall
do your work, but on the seventh day you
shall rest, so that your ox and your donkey may have relief, and your home born
slave and the resident alien (immigrant)
may be refreshed.” The reason is rest for
the weary; especially the powerless weary,
most vulnerable to exploitation. It does
not even say, “On the Sabbath you shall
go to worship.” It says you shall give rest
to the vulnerable weary.
The Ten Commandments are not arbitrary commands, nor are they divided as
one table concerning vertical relationship
to the LORD and a second table about
horizontal relationship with neighbors.
The Ten Commandments don’t give us
any statement supporting this division.
They give us a headline: it’s about serving the Lord, who hears the cries of the
vulnerable, acts to deliver them, and calls
us to hear and to deliver. The LORD in
the first few commandments is the one
who cares about justice for the neighbors.
Caring for justice for neighbors is the test
of whether we are loyal to the LORD. “He
judged the cause of the poor and needy;
then it was well. Is this not to know me,
says the LORD?” (Jer. 22:16). All the commandments are about relationship with
the LORD; and all are about justice for the
vulnerable. They are not vertical and horizontal; they are vertizontal and horizitical.
My son Bill tells me that on the
Daily Show, John Stewart interviewed a
politician from the religious right who
was pushing to get the government to
put the Ten Commandments in courthouses and schools, thus having the

government establish religion. Stewart
asked the politician if he could name
the Ten Commandments…So when
some politician wants to put the Ten
Commandments in a government building, you ask whether that politician is an
advocate of an ideology or a party that
stands for deliverance of the weak and
vulnerable from oppression by the privileged and the authoritarian, or whether
that politician is an advocate of an ideology or a party that stands for the privileged, the wealthy, and the authoritarian,
in their victimizing of the poor, the immigrants, the weak.
In sum: The Ten Commandments are
unified by their heading—the character of
the LORD, Yahweh, whose name means:
I am present with you to hear the cries of
the oppressed and see their misery and
know their sufferings with compassion. I will
be faithful to my covenant with you, and
I will deliver you.” The Lord is mighty and
majestic; holy both in the sense of having
compassion for the oppressed and delivering
them, and also in the sense of having the
might to deliver them.
Do you know what the name of Jesus
means? It is the anglicized pronunciation of the Hebrew, Yeshua or Joshuah.
It means: Yahweh delivers. Jesus heard
the cries of the outcasts, the poor, the
dominated, the victims of violence. Jesus
acted to deliver them. The purpose of
our church is “To make followers of Jesus
who love, worship, and serve God.” The
Ten Commandments are about this God,
who cares and delivers. The Lord’s Supper
is about this same God, revealed in Jesus,
who cares and delivers. Our participating
is our committing ourselves to participate
in God’s hearing the cries, loving, caring,
delivering and keeping covenant.

Endnotes

The purpose of our
church is “To make followers
of Jesus who love,
worship, and serve God.”
The Ten Commandments
are about this God,
who cares and delivers.
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1 This article is a reprise of Glen
Stassen, “The Ten Commandments
Should be Interpreted as Deliverance
for the Vulnerable,” originally printed
as “The Ten Commandments:
Deliverance for the Vulnerable,” in
Perspectives: Journal of the National
Association of Baptist Professors of
Religion 35/4 (Winter, 2009): 357-371
(by permission).
2 If a God Yahweh was worshiped
in the Ancient Near East in preMosaic times, “it was most likely
among the Midianites (Kenites), but
unfortunately we do not possess
a shard of evidence as to how the
Midianites might have interpreted
the meaning of the divine name.”
Norman Gottwald, The Hebrew
Bible: A Socio-Literary Introduction
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986): 211.
“The one and only explanation of
the divine name in the Hebrew Bible
appears in the E source (Ex 3:14-15).
‘ehyeh ‘asher ‘ehyeh. . . . ‘ehyeh has
sent me to you.” It can mean I will
be, I am, I will be with you, he who
is present, he creates the hosts of
heavenly creatures and the armed
hosts of Israel (Frank Cross), he causes
to be (Albright), he who causes peace
and prosperity (Judges 6:24), he who
blows or fells (storm god), he who
acts passionately/compassionately,
he who speaks, sustains, maintains,
establishes. Or it can simply point
to the reticence and mystery of
God — refusing to tell (Buber). “The
plain truth is that no one knows the
meaning of the divine name Yahweh”
(Gottwald, 211ff.). James Plastaras
points out Hebrew doesn’t have a “to
be” verb, and it must mean active
presence: “I am present and ready
to act,” or “He Who is There.” “The
name Yahweh defines God in terms
of active presence. When God said
‘Ehyeh,’ it meant ‘I am present and
ready to act.’” (Plastaras, The God of
Exodus: The Theology of the Exodus
Narratives [Milwaukee: 1966, The
Bruce Publishing Co.]: 94-95.)
3 Eichrodt, 189-190. Walther
Eichrodt, Theology of the Old
Testament, vol. 1 (Philadelphia:
Westminster and John Knox Press,
1961), 189-190.
4 Glen Stassen and David Gushee,
Kingdom Ethics: Following Jesus in
Contemporary Context (InterVarsity:
2003), chapter 1.
5 Brevard Childs, Old Testament
Theology in a Canonical Context
(Fortress, 1985): 51.
6 Brevard Childs, The Book of Exodus
(Philadelphia: Westminster 1974):
397, 401.
7

Walter J. Harrelson, The
Ten Commandments for Today
(Philadelphia: Westminster and
John Knox Press, 2006), 84.
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The 50th anniversary of the Lord’s Day Alliance was celebrated at the 5th Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City. For many years the LDA’s national
office was located in New York City, moving to Atlanta, Georgia in the 1960s.

125 th Anniversar y Convocation
September 27-28, 2013
Union Theological Seminary in the City of New York
& The Abyssinian Baptist Church
Presented by

The Lord’s Day Alliance of the U.S.
Union Theological Seminary in the City of New York
Academy of Preachers
Friday, September 27
11:00 a.m.

Registration Opens

11:45 a.m.

125th Anniversary Celebration Luncheon—Refectory, UTS
Rev. Timothy A. Norton and Rev. Dr. Rodney L. Petersen,
Co-Executive Directors, Lord’s Day Alliance of the U.S.

Prayer

Rev. Dr. Roger A. Kvam, Past President, LDA

Introduction

Mr. Brian W. Hanse, Immediate Past President, LDA

Speaker

Rev. Dr. Richard J. Mouw, President (ret. 2013)
Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California

1:15 – 5:00 p.m.

Preaching Festival
Hosted by the Academy of Preachers, Rev. Dr. Dwight A. Moody, President

5:30 p.m.

Dinner—Refectory, UTS

7:30 p.m.

8

Welcome

S u n d a y

Prayer

Mrs. Ruth Hodge, LDA Board

Remarks

Rev. Dr. Rodney L. Petersen

Worship Celebration at The Abyssinian Baptist Church
Welcome

Mr. David C. McNair, President Board of Managers, LDA

Choral Presentation

The United Voices of Abyssinian

Speaker

Rev. Dr. Calvin O. Butts III, Pastor,
The Abyssinian Baptist Church, Harlem/New York City

M a g a z i n e

In 1988, the Lord’s Day Alliance celebrated its 100th anniversary in Washington, DC where it was founded 100 years before. At that time, LDA leaders and
friends gathered at the Capitol with leaders from a broad spectrum of Christian churches and organizations, and with government officials.

The 125th Anniversary Convocation of the Lord’s Day Alliance (1888-2013) is being
convened with partners Union Theological Seminary in the City of New York and the
Academy of Preachers, and will be held on the historic campus of Union Seminary
at Columbia University and The Abyssianian Baptist Church.
This two-day event offers opportunities for celebration of the LDA
including a regional Festival of Young Preachers:
Truth-Telling: Democracy in an Age Without Facts.
Saturday, September 28
7:30 a.m.

Continental Breakfast and Preaching/Prayer Circles
— Chapel Foyer, UTS

9:00 – 11:45 a.m.

Preaching Festival

12:15 p.m.

Closing Celebration Luncheon—Dining Hall, UTS
Recognition

Rev. Timothy A Norton, Co-Executive Director, LDA
Rev. Dr. Samuel J. Simpson, Pastor Emeritus, Wake Eden
Community and Bronx Baptist Churches, Bronx, New York
James P. Wesberry Award for Exceptional Service

Speaker

Rev. Dr. Barbara Lundblad, Joe R. Engle Professor of Preaching,
Union Theological Seminary in the City of New York

Benediction

Rev. Dr. W. David Sapp, Past President, LDA

Rev. Dr. Richard J. Mouw,

Rev. Dr. Calvin O. Butts III

Rev. Dr. Barbara Lundblad

On the front cover of this issue of Sunday is a photo illustration showing present-day Foundry United Methodist Church where a group of ministers, labor
leaders, politicians and others joined to found what was known at the time as the “American Sabbath Union.”
1 2 5
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You shall not make wrong ful use of the name of the Lord your God,

for the Lord will not acquit anyone who misuses his name.
Exodus 20:7 (NRSV)

Divine W
Deformation
By John Thatamanil

The Third Commandment means to forbid us

from implicating God in human wrongdoing.
10
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hat does this
commandment
mean for faithful
living today?
More precisely, “What is the meaning of the Third Commandment for
faithful living in a religiously diverse
nation?” What does it mean to avoid
the wrongful use of the name of God
in a nation in which God is addressed
by many names? That is the question
before us in the twenty-first century. It
shapes the concerns before us in this
setting, The First Amendment Center,
with its interest in religious freedom
for all. It is also important for the
Lord’s Day Alliance and for its interest
in honoring the Lord of the Sabbath
or of Sunday and for finding space
for such in contemporary American
culture.
Various translations of the Bible
sustain different translations of this
verse, but most support the conclusion that the Third Commandment
means to forbid us from implicating
God in human wrongdoing. When
we swear by God’s name to do X or
Y and then fail to follow through,
then God is implicated in our failure
to act as promised. Drew University
OT scholar Herbert Huffmon writes:
“The focus is on not making God
an accomplice, as it were, to one’s
falseness, whether of intent or of
performance.”1 By extension, when
our deeds are out of keeping with
and in contradiction to the identity
we profess as followers of Christ, we
misuse the name of the Lord. If we
say that we are Christ’s own, that we
are Christ’s people, but then live in a
fashion that violates that very name,
we misuse the name of God.
George Lindbeck, Lutheran theologian from Yale, argues that a religious proposition is true only to the
extent that it is part of a form of life
that brings about conformity of the
self to God. To make this point clear,
Lindbeck gives the striking example of

the crusader who cries out in the midst
of battle, “Christus est dominus,” Christ
is Lord! Regarding such a proclamation, he writes, “…for a Christian, ‘God
is Three and One,’ or ‘Christ is Lord’
are true only as parts of a total pattern
of speaking, thinking, feeling and acting. They are false when their use in
any given instance is inconsistent with
what the pattern as a whole affirms of
God’s being and will. The crusader’s cry
‘Christus est Dominus,’ for example,
is false when used to authorize cleaving the skull of the infidel… When thus
employed, it contradicts the Christian
understanding of Lordship as embodying…suffering servanthood.” 2
Regardless of how we answer these
questions, the commandment against
taking the name of God in vain or misusing the name of God is intimately and
inextricably tied to our ethical practices,
to what we do. Reverence for the name
of God is something to be performed in
our living and not primarily a matter of
propositional confession alone. We honor
the name of God rather than take the
name of God in vain not only when we
refuse to use the divine name in oathtaking or swearing but when our lives
are in profound congruence with God’s
intentions for human life.
What might this mean for how we
imagine life in an interreligious society?
Whatever your perspective on other
religions you cannot live as though you
really believe that your neighbor worships a different deity than yours. After
all, Paul argues in the Book of Romans
that God, the one God, has not left
God’s self without a witness in every culture (Romans 1:20; cp. Isaiah 19:23-25).
Christians do have ample theological reasons to believe, even on Biblical grounds,
that God has made God’s self known in
diverse ways. You risk divine defamation
when religious difference leads to unethical hostility toward religious others. From
this set of reflections, Christians might
draw the following conclusions.
1. Genuine reverence of the divine
name requires a comprehensive
fidelity to God’s call to a cruciform life. We honor the name of
the Christ only when our lives
are Christomorphic, that is to say

Christ-like. We refrain from misusing the name of God when
we embrace the kenotic life and
surrender a crusading one.
2. What might this mean for
Christian living in an interreligious age? It means that
Christian living toward our
religious neighbors must be
marked by hospitality, love for
the neighbor and even openness to learning from the religious lives of others.
3. This does not mean that we
must assent to the theological
propositions of others. We may
not actually assent to many of
the propositions of our coreligionists. But we can enter into
a conversation that operates on
the working assumption that we
share with our neighbors a common quest to love and serve
God authentically.
4. Knowing as we do that we cannot say we love God and hate
our neighbor, we are commended toward loving service to our
religiously different neighbor as
an authentic expression of service to the name of God.
5. Conversely, we can safely infer
that we misuse the name of
God whenever we believe that
name is at our disposal.
6. We misuse that name when we
forget that God exceeds all our
names.
7. We misuse that name when
we act as though the God who
gives himself to us in love gives
himself only to us.
It is also worth remembering that
all the commandments, including the
third, were not given to the faithful so
that the faithful know how to order
and circumscribe the religious lives
of outsiders. Rather, they are given
to the community of faith. The commandments are meant to orient the
covenant community for faithful living. Bearing this in mind helps us to
remember that it is we who are most
at risk at misusing the name of God.
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It is we who must be wary that we do
not by our manner of life contradict the
content of our professed convictions.
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Matthew 5:17-20

17

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to
abolish them but to fulfill them. 18 For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth disappear, not
the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law
until everything is accomplished. 19 Therefore anyone who sets aside one of the least of these
commands and teaches others accordingly will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but
whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven.
20 For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.

D

o not think that I have come to abolish the Law or
the Prophets.” The form of indirect discourse that
Jesus assumes here presupposes that this is an opinion
that is already held. Some of the Jews were accusing Jesus of
antinomianism or some form of moral laxity. The most frequent point of contention attested throughout the Gospels is
the Sabbath, which is our primary concern today. They were
saying that Jesus was breaking the Sabbath and nullifying
the Law and the Prophets. The “Law and the Prophets” is an
idiomatic shorthand for all the writings of the Hebrew Bible,
which we know as the Old Testament. Around 70 A.D. when
the Gospel of Matthew was written, Christianity was largely a
gentile phenomenon, and Jewish converts were criticized by
Jews who saw Christianity as a foreign religion and its Jewish
converts as apostates. This passage, then, is a response to the
charge that Christianity negates the historic Jewish faith, and
more specifically, the Mosaic laws. Jesus is saying, “I have not
come to abolish them but to fulfill them.” He is declaring his
allegiance to the whole of the Jewish Scriptures.
Jesus emphatically states that “until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen,
will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is
accomplished.” The Law, or the Torah, which refers to the first
five books of the Old Testament, is permanent. It is not going
anywhere until the world as we know it has come to an end.
According to the Mishnah, which is a Rabbinic commentary
on the Torah that was passed down orally through generations, there were 613 commandments in total: 248 stipulations and 365 prohibitions, 248 things that you have to do
and 365 things that you cannot do. 248 represented the 248
parts of the human body, and 365 represented the 365 days
of the year. Together they signified that Jews must obey the
laws of God with their whole body for every day of the year.
The fourth of the ten commandments, which, of course, was
included among the 613 commandments was the command
to keep the Sabbath. “The seventh day is a Sabbath to the
LORD your God, on it you shall not do any work” (Exodus
20:10). The command not to work is a general one, and the
Jews had delineated very specific regulations to describe what
constituted work. For one example, they believed that going
from inside of the house to the outside, and outside to the
inside, was work. So if a poor man stood outside a house begging, and stuck his hand inside the house, grabbed something
from inside the house and brought his hand back out, that
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was considered work. Likewise, if the man inside the house
stuck his hand out, dropped something onto the hand of the
beggar, then brought his hand back in, that was considered
work. But if the beggar stuck his hand inside the house, and
the householder put something on his hand, and then the
beggar brought his hand back out, neither of them were
guilty of work. Many of these specific legal requirements were
proposed by popular Rabbis Gamaliel, Hillel, and Shammai,
who were contemporaries of Jesus. So you can be sure that
these kinds of details were on the mind of Jews at the time.
But is this the kind of detail that Jesus has in mind when
he says, “not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen,
will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is
accomplished?” In order to understand Jesus’ statement, we
must figure out what he means by the “smallest letter” and
the “least stroke of a pen.” The smallest Greek letter would
have been Matthew’s transliteration of the smallest Aramaic
letter yod, the smallest letter in the Hebrew alphabet. And
the “least stroke of a pen,” which literally means “horn” or
“anything that projects like a horn,” refers to a serif of letters
or of accents and breathings. It is the mark that distinguishes
the Hebrew letter kaf from bet and resh from dalet, much like
how the English capital letter E is mistaken sometimes for F,
or an I for a J, or an O for a Q. So saying that not one iota or
a serif will pass away from the Law is a hyperbolic expression
enforcing the total inviolability of the Law.
It certainly sounds like Jesus is endorsing every minutiae
of the Law, but that’s not what he is after here. He is using a
rhetorical device called metonymy. He is using a part to stand
in for the whole. He is using a letter of the Law to stand for
the Law itself. So we have to also nuance our understanding of Jesus’s statement with what he goes onto say after this
passage. Matthew 5:17-20 occupies a very prominent place
in the Sermon on the Mount, because by teaching that our
righteousness must surpass that of the Pharisees and the
teachers of the Law, it sets the stage for a series of antitheses
that prescribe how we ought to surpass the Pharisees and the
teachers of the Law in our observance of the law. For example,
in the following verses, Jesus says, “You have heard that it was
said, ‘Do not murder,’ ... but I tell you, do not even be angry
with your brother for that is the same as committing murder.”
“You have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery,’ ...
but I tell you, do not even look at a woman lustfully for that
is the same as committing adultery.” “You have heard that it

was said, ‘an eye for eye and tooth for tooth,’ but I tell you,
do not resist an evil person, if someone slaps you on the right
cheek, turn to him the other also.” “You have heard that it
was said, ‘If you want to divorce your wife, give her a certificate of divorce,’ ... but I tell you, do not divorce your wife at
all except in the case of marital unfaithfulness.’” Jesus is not
saying that you have to obey the Law to the ‘T,’ but he is saying that we must preserve and follow the spirit of the Law that
lies behind these commands. He’s not making them any easier, in fact, he’s making them infinitely harder, but he is simply
not saying that we must keep every minutiae of the Law. In
fact, the Hebrew manuscripts in Jesus’s day were plagued by
the linguistic phenomenon called defective writing, in which
vowel letters such as yod were omitted, leading to spelling
variations. The scribes who copied the Hebrew Bible, sometimes mistook one Hebrew letter for another precisely because
of the least strokes of a pen that were difficult to distinguish.
Given this context, Jesus could not have been alluding to the
authority of each letter in Scripture. Rather, the legalistic tendency to neglect the spirit of the Law and cling fastidiously to
the letter of the Law is the very thing that Jesus is rebuking.
Our goal should not be to master the Law in order to contain
it, but to be mastered by the Law and follow its spirit and purpose in every aspect of our lives.
Then, what about the Sabbath? What is the spirit of the
Sabbath? In Exodus 20:11, it says that “in six days the LORD
made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in
them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore, the LORD
blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.” God rested, after
creating the universe and seeing that it was good (Genesis
1:31-2:3). The work of creation was complete. It was finished.
There is nothing that human beings have to add to make the
work of God more complete. So the spirit of the Sabbath is
that you should rest, knowing that God is sovereign over his
work of creation. The world does not depend on you. The
world does not revolve around you. So rest, and recognize
the completeness of God’s creation. In Deuteronomy 5:15, it
says, “You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of
Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out from there
with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore, the
LORD your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day.”
What is this verse saying about the spirit of the Sabbath? You
are no longer slaves, so don’t work like you are slaves. God
has delivered you from your bond of slavery. You have been
liberated. You have been redeemed. So rest, and recognize
that your freedom to rest has been won by God. This is the
spirit of the Sabbath that Jesus teaches. Later in Matthew
chapter 12, Jesus’s disciples pluck heads of grain and eat on
the Sabbath because they were hungry, and the Jews accuse
them of breaking the Sabbath. In the same chapter, Jesus
heals a man with a withered hand on the Sabbath, and the
Jews accuse him of breaking the Sabbath. But Jesus says in
reply that “the Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath” (Matthew
12:8). In a parallel passage in Mark 2 recounting the same
passage, Jesus teaches that “the Sabbath was made for man,
not man for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27). Sabbath was meant
to free people from slave mentality and the burden of work,
yet people became enslaved to the law of the Sabbath. Jesus
is teaching that “the Sabbath was made for man, not man for
the Sabbath.”
But Jesus, “how can we possibly rest in the goodness and
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perfection of your creation, when we, who have been created
in your image are so marred by sin?” “How can we possibly
rest in our freedom, if we are enslaved to sin in our lives?”
Jesus just said that anyone who is angry with his brother has
committed murder in his heart and that anyone who looks
at woman lustfully has committed adultery with her in his
heart. By Jesus’s definition, I am a murderer and an adulterer!
How can I possibly rest content in my freedom when I am so
tainted and shackled by sin?
This leads us to the most important verse of this whole
passage. The whole structure of Matthew 5:17-20 hinges on
Jesus’s statement in v. 17 that “[he] did not come to abolish,
but to fulfill the Law.” The word “fulfill” is used by Matthew
exclusively to demonstrate that Jesus is the prophesied
Messiah of the Old Testament. The whole Gospel of Matthew
is littered with characteristically Matthean “fulfillment-quotations,” which quote Old Testament prophecies and show how
Jesus “fulfilled” them (e.g. 1:22-23; 4:14-16; 8:17). It might
seem odd at first to speak of fulfilling the Law, but Matthew
does say in chapter 11 verse 13 that “all the Prophets and the
Law prophesied until John [the Baptist].” Furthermore, the
formula, he “came ... to do something,” the combination of
the verb “to come” and an infinitive, signifies purpose. This
means that Jesus’s fulfilling of the Law is not accidental; it is
what he came to do. This is his mission. So then, the word
“fulfill” does not mean “to keep” or “to do”, it means “to
bring something to its full fruition.” “To fulfill” is an exclusively
christological term, and no one in the Gospel of Matthew,
save Jesus and John the Baptist, “fulfill” anything. As Romans
10:4 says, “Christ is the end, [or the goal], of the law for
righteousness to everyone who believes.” Christ is the definitive revelation of the true meaning and purpose of the Law,
because he fulfills all righteousness through his atoning death
and resurrection.
Just as Moses went up on a mountain and received the
Law of God. This time, Jesus goes up on a mountain and
gives a sort of “second Law.” To show his mastery over the
entire body of Mosaic Law, Jesus expounds the apodictic
laws, categorical commands like the Ten Commandments,
and the casuistic Laws, a case law, like the one concerning
divorce. But unlike Moses, who exhorted people to obey the
Law perfectly before entering the Promised Land, Jesus shows
us that we cannot obey the Law perfectly and must rely on
him to fulfill it for us. Jesus does not contradict any of the
Mosaic Laws, but he does reveal the deeper, truer meaning of
the Laws and shows that it is impossible for sinful humans to
meet the demands of the Law. Some Pharisees might claim
to be blameless with regard to the letter of the Law, but no
one can claim perfection with regard to the spirit of the Law.
And because no one has successfully kept the Law, Jesus had
to fulfill the law for us by dying for us and redeeming us from
our sins.
As marred and imperfect creation, and as people enslaved
to sin, we cannot observe the Sabbath, but as the new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17), and as people who have been set
free from sin (Galatians 5:1), we can observe the Sabbath.
Hebrews 4:9-10 says, “there remains a Sabbath rest for the
people of God, for whoever has entered God’s rest has also
rested from his works as God did from his.” We can enter
into an eternal Sabbath by trusting in the Lord Jesus Christ.
Do not try in vain to conceal the sin and imperfection of your
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life, confess them, because Christ can make you into a new
creation. Do not try to earn your salvation by obeying all the
commandments and doing good works, receive your salvation as a gift from God and do good works out of your love
for God, because Christ has fulfilled the Law for you, knowing
that you cannot do it on your own. Christ has won your salvation! Be free to rest!
Since Christ has fulfilled the Law, and since a true Sabbath
is eternal rest in God’s salvation, does this mean that we do
not have to keep a literal Sabbath day of rest? Not at all. You
can keep the letter of the Law without upholding the spirit
of the Law, but you cannot uphold the spirit of the Law without keeping the letter of the Law. Does the fact that a lustful
glance constitutes adultery mean that you can go ahead and
commit adultery because they’re all the same anyway? Does
the fact that harboring anger constitutes murder mean that
you can go ahead and murder people because they’re all the
same anyway? Of course not! How can you be constantly
mindful of your eternal rest in God without even taking a day
to reflect on and enjoy your freedom in Christ? You can keep
the letter of the Law without upholding the spirit of the Law,
but you cannot uphold the spirit of the Law without keeping
the letter of the Law. So take Sunday, the Lord’s Day, to rest,
instead of working, working, working and deluding yourself
that your most fundamental identity is found in what you
do for Christ rather than in what you are in Christ. So take a
day in a week, to rest, instead of working, working, working
and deluding yourself that your life and the world will stop
running if it weren’t for you. So take a day, to rest, instead of
working, working, working and deluding yourself that you can
earn your salvation with your good deeds rather than relying
on what Christ has already done for you. Take a day, to rest,
and remember that when you are not working, God still is,
and remember what Christ said as he died on the cross, “It is
finished” (John 19:30). So let’s take a day, together.
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Turning Loose to Sabbath

By David C. McNair

S

everal years ago, on a long flight from Tanzania to
Amsterdam, my seatmate was Dr. Joseph Coughlin,
Director of the AgeLab at MIT. We had great conversation
regarding aging and retirement. I used the term, “…turning loose…” regarding letting go of my business and transitioning to retirement. I remember the words well because
he repeated them back to me later in the conversation,
and they really have stuck with me. Now, as I approach my
semi-Sabbath (what I call retirement, the Ultimate Sabbath
referenced in the book of Hebrews 4:9 as being with Jesus
after the final transition), I have had to look more and more
at “turning loose.”
But “turning loose” to what?
The Wonderful Gift of Sabbath
The wonderful gift of Sabbath is available every six days,
a gift from God to all of us. Yet on occasions we somehow
manage to mess it up, like the kid at the birthday party that
lets everyone know he really doesn’t like the presents he
received. In my life it hasn’t been the biggies; it usually has
been the small things that have tripped me up and kept me
from enjoying the gift of Sabbath. Too many times we are
creatures captive to traditions, perhaps the traditions of family, church, or tribe – you name it as you will. We seem to
forget about turning loose from the small things that keep
us from enjoying the gift of this great “bridge” commandment, the fourth commandment standing between those
that call us to honor God and those that remind us of how
to regard others.
As a teenager on vacation in Rhode Island one summer
I attended a Quaker meeting. After fifty minutes of silence,
which nearly drove this teenager up the wall, an elderly lady
rose, eyes closed (in the spirit, as they say, but not in the
Pentecostal mode), and recited, “…may the words of our
mouths and the meditations, etc….” She then offered a few
words on how hard it is for us to change as we grow older,
of how we need to continue to look to Jesus for power and
modeling when it comes to change.
“Turning loose” of the traditions that keep us from
enjoying His gift to us becomes harder and harder as we
age and as our culture changes. Recently my state university had a football game on Sunday (with the incentive of
television revenues in view). The fair number of absences
in attendance from Sunday worship in our church sent a
strong signal to the young people that Christian community
fellowship and worship is less important than driving two
hours each way for a football game. It seems to get harder
and harder in our culture to honor the Sabbath, and if you
try to be just slightly in obedience of the fourth commandment, for one’s own good, you are in danger of being called
a “super Christian, a goody two-shoes, trying to earn your
way into heaven!” As if grace just didn’t exist. (We were
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created in His image, we read, with the implication that if it
was good for the creator, it is good for us.) As Rick Warren
put it in the opening page of his best-selling book, The
Purpose Driven Life, “It’s not about you, it’s about God.”
We of the Lord’s Day Alliance of the United States will
be celebrate our 125th anniversary this year, having been
founded in 1888. We are not sign carriers. Nor are we out
trying to close down businesses that operate on Sundays,
but we know the blessings that God puts before those who
live in obedience to God’s will, blessings often not coming immediately and not necessarily in the form of a better
profit and loss statement. We wish these blessings for others
as well.
We can name more than a few businesses such as Chickfil-A and Hobby Lobby that honor the Lord’s Day and,
of course, our sympathies extend to many local business
persons who struggle with staying closed on Sundays and
allowing employees to be in worship and fellowship. When
the son of one of our local restaurateurs took over and
decided to close on Sundays his dad was appalled as the
business took a big hit in sales as the son stayed at home on
Sundays with his family. But soon a little bit of the business,
the catering part of it began to mushroom, overtaking the
Sunday sales by far.
“Turning loose to Sabbath” can indeed be a valuable
faith experience. Recently, a United States senator, Joseph
Lieberman of Connecticut, wrote of his own effort to keep,
in his case the Jewish Sabbath, and of the consequent blessings in his own life. In a “how-to” guide, Lieberman weaves
personal and public stories with simple suggestions for keeping Sabbath. The book is animated by good will and humor
with a history that goes back to the liberation experienced
at Mt. Sinai many years ago.1 We invite you to join us on
the journey, a journey which includes discovering all of the
blessings God has in store for you!

David C. McNair, President
The Lord’s Day Alliance of the United States
1

Joseph Lieberman, The Gift of Rest: Rediscovering the Beauty
of the Sabbath (Howard Books, 2011).
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