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Chapter 7

Three critical New
Testament passages 

In the New Testament there are three critical passages we must examine 
which may or may not touch upon the Sabbath:  Romans 14:5, Galatians 
4:10 and Colossians 2:16.  It is especially important to understand these 

in context lest we put a construction on Paul’s words which was never 
intended.  

Whether the ‘days’ of Galatians 4:10 refers in any way to sabbaths is 
questionable.  In writing of their ‘observing’ days and months and seasons 
and years, the word he uses indicates the giving of close attention to 
the details of these things, that is, concentrating on the minutiae.  The 
way he puts it is entirely consistent with what he says throughout the 
letter, that their focus has shifted from reality to ritual, from a Person to a 
performance.  The Old Testament ceremonial laws and national festivals 
to which he here refers in a general way had typological significance which 
found their terminal fulfilment in their existing form in the finished work 
of Christ (unlike the moral aspects of the law which, though fulfilled in a 
different sense in Christ or by Christ, continue to be valid in their existing 
form).  Paul had in mind, firstly, the rules and regulations of Judaism in 
general which some of the Jews were trying to impose upon Gentiles; and, 
secondly, the legalistic manner of observing them, as if it was in the doing 
of these things that they would meet with God’s approval.  He stresses to 
the Gentiles of the Galatian churches that embracing Judaism is a step 
backwards and that dependence upon religious observances is a departure 
from Christ and a return to spiritual bondage (Galatians 4:9; 5:4).  

Paul’s concern is much the same in Colossians 2:16, only here he does 
include mention of the sabbath, or, to be more accurate, to ‘sabbaths’ 
in the plural.  This is the only place in the whole of the New Testament 
from which anyone could even begin to attempt to make out a case for 
the cessation of the Sabbath.  When the matter is examined in the light of 
the context, however, it is very difficult to support such an interpretation.  
For in this verse (and it is important that we should observe this) the 
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apostle lumps together without discrimination food and drink, festivals, 
new moons and sabbaths.  What is the common element which binds 
them all together?  He explains in the next verse that they are a shadow 
of things to come, but that the substance, or the body, is Christ.  They 
are not to worship the shadow, but the body!  In this description he is 
therefore making it quite plain that he has the ritualistic aspects of the Old 
Testament law in view.  It is this which is the common element.  The Jews 
would have understood well enough from this, even by the very form of 
words he used, that the apostle was referring to the sacrifices and offerings 
which ordered and regulated the whole of their lives.  The instructions of 
Numbers 28 and 29 are summarized in 2 Chronicles 2:4 by Solomon:  ‘I 
am building a temple for the name of the Lord my God, to dedicate it 
to him, to burn before him sweet incense, for the continual showbread, 
for the burnt offerings morning and evening, on the Sabbaths, on the New 
Moons, and on the set feasts of the Lord our God. This is an ordinance 
forever to Israel.’  Nehemiah also employs the same formula of words when 
he refers to ‘the regular burnt offering of the Sabbaths, the New Moons, 
and the set feasts’ at a time when the nation drew up a covenant promising 
obedience to the Lord (Nehemiah 10:33).

Incidentally, it is worth noting that various Jewish commemorative 
events were regarded as ‘sabbaths’ or ‘rests’ even if they did not fall on the 
seventh day (see Leviticus 23).  

The animal sacrifices which formed part of the Jews’ way of life under 
the Old Testament dispensation no longer have any place now that Christ 
has come and fulfilled what they pointed forward to, even though the 
teaching about them is still instructive in a number of ways.  The distinctive 
ceremonial practices in the form of animal sacrifices on the Jews’ feast 
days and new moons and sabbaths had now passed into obsolescence, 
having served their purpose until the time when Christ came and offered 
himself once for all in dying upon the cross, and the Colossian church 
were not to allow Judaisers to intimidate them into taking up such obsolete 
practices.  

Throughout this and the previous chapter the apostle is laying stress 
upon the pre-eminence of Christ (1:18; 2:9), the comprehensiveness of 
his accomplishments and the universality of his authority (1:16-20), and 
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the fact that the believer is united with him (2:12), lives in him (2:6), is 
rooted in him and built up in him (2:7), and is complete in him (2:10).  
Paul cannot bear the thought that they might be cheated from the full 
enjoyment of all that this means.  Indeed, there is not only the danger of 
ritual performances of a law which had been fulfilled in Christ, looking 
back at the law instead of from the law to Christ, but there is also the 
danger of being led astray in the opposite direction by practices based on 
supposed visions and other fanciful ideas (2:18).  Law and—dare we say 
it—even visions also, may have their place, but it is when they are taken 
out of their proper place that they are misused and harm is done.  

In short, in this section of his letter Paul has nothing to say about the 
Fourth Commandment, and his reference to sabbaths is simply a natural 
one on account of his argument concerning the rituals of the Old Testament 
law which took place on such days. 

However, lest we become bogged down in technicalities, or, to change 
the metaphor, lest we miss the wood for the trees, remember that in these 
passages the thing which most concerns Paul is the danger of his readers 
subtly being enticed back into a legalistic way of life comprising ‘do this’ 
and ‘don’t do that’, and into a formal religion which finds its security 
in the performance of ritual.  Those who take a strong line on Sabbath 
observance today need this caution against the dangers of legalism, as do 
any who are fighting a cause, however just that cause may be.  Law must 
always be viewed in the context of redemption.  The law was given to a 
redeemed people (Exodus 20:2).  The law points to Christ and leads to 
Christ (Galatians 3:24).  The law is fulfilled in Christ in every sense of the 
word (Matthew 5:17).  The righteous requirements of the law are fulfilled 
in us when we live in Christ and are led by the Spirit (Romans 8:4).  Paul 
everywhere displays a high respect for the law and expects it to be honoured 
and rightly used, but the last thing he wants is for people to depend upon 
it, in either its moral or ceremonial aspects, as a means of salvation or even 
as a means of attaining a sense of personal satisfaction expressing itself in 
the thought:  ‘Haven’t I done well!’  

In the letter to the Romans Paul stresses that outward observance of the 
law, even the moral law which is still valid, is not the way of justification 
before God.  He doesn’t thereby invalidate the law, as he is at pains to point 
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out.  Coming finally to the passage in Romans 14:5, the apostle is dealing 
with problems thrown up by those who are weak in the faith.  Whether 
he is indicating the Sabbath in this verse is open to question, though some 
seem to think he is.  In this section there is a parallel case with those who 
will eat only vegetables.  Such a one Paul describes as ‘weak’ in the faith 
(verses 1, 2).  Only, in the case of the observance of the day, he does not 
indicate which of the two (if either) is the ‘weaker’ brother!  He may even 
by this point have moved away from the idea of a weaker brother, though 
in view of what follows and the conclusion of 15:1 this is unlikely.  Paul 
has already warned us in verse 1 to avoid disputing over disputable matters 
or, it may be, exercising judgements over matters of opinion.  We have 
no right to force our opinions, however correct they may be, upon those 
who for the time being do not see things our way.  How we like to have 
everything wrapped up, sealed into watertight compartments!  We feel 
satisfied when we have got it all worked out, and upset when others will 
not toe the line!  However, we have to face the fact that God has left some 
areas in which we are to reach our own conclusions based on the overall 
teaching of Scripture without his explicit legislation, and this often takes 
time as we progress toward maturity.  

So here Paul presents us with two examples of matters in which there 
were differences of opinion within the church at Rome.  He does not 
say either that the matters are unimportant in themselves or that it is 
unimportant what conclusions we reach about them; indeed he is careful to 
safeguard the order of the church either from the weak hijacking freedom 
of conduct within the church, or from the strong insensitively crushing the 
spirit of the conscience of the weak who have not yet come to a mature 
understanding of their freedom in Christ.  

We might say that the actual cases cited by Paul are poles apart, and 
in a sense they are.  On the whole, what people will and will not eat on 
principle may seem to us to be of relatively little importance, though if 
we compare this passage with 1 Corinthians 8:13 and 1 Corinthians 10:25 
(both taken in context) it is likely that the scruples of those who would 
not eat meat lay in the fact that most meat bought in the market had 
previously been offered up to Roman idols.  For them it was a live issue.  
Their argument went that by eating they would be either participating in 
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idol worship or condoning or supporting or encouraging it.  Though that 
was not actually the case, said Paul, they nevertheless had to be sensitive to 
the consciences of those who thought it to be so.  It takes only a moment’s 
thought to see how this kind of problem manifests itself in all sorts of 
guises in society—for example, should Christians abstain from any form 
of alcoholic beverage on the ground that their drinking might be wrongly 
construed by people who have a very different attitude toward alcohol; or is 
it giving support to what some see as a largely corrupt drinks industry?  

The case of the one observing the day and the one not doing so is 
undoubtedly more difficult.  However, both are covered by two caveats:  
firstly that neither is to judge the other, and secondly the proviso being 
understood that both are seeking to honour the Lord.  On this occasion 
Paul is not addressing people who are out to serve their own interests but 
those who are serious in their determination to please the Lord.  This is 
good, but what often arises from the earnestness of such people is, firstly,  
concern about the potential moral implications of things they do or do not 
do, and, secondly, concern about how others respond to the same things.  
Thus the eating of meat is not the problem, for that is quite legitimate 
and is not a moral issue;  but, because the meat had probably first been 
offered to an idol before being sold in the market, there might be moral 
implications in eating it.  And so, secondly, there is the potential for those 
who have reached certain conclusions about these things to look askance 
at others who take a different line.  

When we appreciate that Paul is discussing the ‘moral implications’ issue 
in this chapter we see that the matter of observing or not observing the day 
falls into the same category.  ‘Should I do this, or shouldn’t I?  If I do, am 
I doing wrong because of X, and if I don’t, am I at fault because of Y?’  

For this reason it is very hard, if not impossible, to conceive that the 
apostle was thinking of the weekly Sabbath at all.  Sabbath observance 
was so deeply embedded in the minds of Jews, whether Christians or 
not, that had there been any question about it Paul would have written 
in unmistakable terms.  That was not a ‘moral implications’ issue.  Much 
more likely is that, because he was writing to a church comprised largely 
of Gentiles, he had in mind the Jews among them who felt they should be 
still observing the special feast days specified in their law.  After all, they 
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were still Jews, and so what right had they to discard these requirements, 
even though they were now Christians, and even though the majority in 
the church were unaffected by these things?  On the other hand, some 
among them might happily have dispensed with these feast days without 
any qualms, arguing that they were free to do so without risk to their 
Jewishness or compromise to their obedience to the Lord.  

In a nutshell, the matter of eating meat was one which probably affected 
principally the Gentile believers on account of the background out of which 
they had been converted, while the matter of observing days was one which 
concerned the Jewish Christians because of their national heritage as God’s 
covenant people and the whole of the law which went with it.  For the 
Gentiles, some felt free to eat meat without questioning its source; others 
could not in good conscience do so.  For the Jews, some drew the line and 
left the traditions behind; others believed they should maintain them.  

Paul handles both cases as one, recognizing that there are matters on 
which believers may come to different conclusions and that the response 
on each side toward the other should be that of gracious acceptance and 
respect, while the focus of all should be on ‘righteousness and peace and joy 
in the Holy Spirit.  For he who serves Christ in these things is acceptable 
to God and approved by men’ (verse 18).  

The apostle’s treatment of the matter is clearly very different from how 
he wrote to the Galatian and Colossian churches.  The churches of Galatia 
were turning back to reliance upon ritual, and the church at Colosse was 
being troubled by those who sought to turn them in the same direction.  
Paul was incisive in his condemnation of such practices.  Here in Romans, 
though, the situation is quite different because, whether weak or strong, 
the believers were seeking to honour God in what they did or did not do, 
and their reliance was entirely on Christ.  It was not a matter of right or 
wrong, calling for rebuke and correction.  

In summary, none of these passages really has anything definitive to say 
about the Fourth Commandment.  Our understanding must therefore 
continue to rest upon what we have learned so far from elsewhere in God’s 
Word where the teaching is clear and unmistakable.  
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