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Introduction
The Sabbath played a fundamental role in the Jewish cultural, spiritual and social universe. Its 
importance is because of its biblical, cosmic and eschatological foundation (Jenni 1956:20). Being 
linked to the creation of heaven and earth and all the living creatures (Gn 1–2), marking the order 
of the entire cosmos, it also becomes a sign of the covenant of the chosen people with Yahweh. 
God has chosen His people for a special mission in the history of world salvation, giving them the 
Sabbath and the 7-day week, because they had a remarkable significance as a principle underlying 
the order of the cosmos and salvation history (Rordorf 1962:52). Therefore, Israel understood the 
Sabbath as a precious gift of God, a sign of God’s faithfulness to His covenant with His people.

The Jewish Sabbath was at first closely linked to the changes and celebrations related to the 
moon, but later became identified with the 7th day and became one of the most important Jewish 
cultic institutions, focusing on the concept of rest. If the Sabbath in pre-exilic times should have 
been a full moon day (Köckert 2004:117–120), so based on Isaiah 1:13 and Hosea 2:13 for instance, 
the weekly Sabbath of the Decalogue had to be explained from a fusion of full moon day and 
weekly day of rest in the time of the exile (Grund 2011; Hartenstein 2004:83–102). The prohibition 

The Sabbath is part of Jewish tradition. In Christianity it has taken on a new meaning. Both 
faiths saw it as a gift from God, a tool to affirm one’s spiritual creed and identity, and a 
way to maintain a distinct faith identity. The secularism of contemporary society has 
resulted in a misinterpretation of the purpose of Sunday rest and a disregard for the 
spiritual aspects that the Sunday celebration involves. A false perception of Sunday rest 
has emerged in modern times: It is not perceived as a divine gift that enables a spiritual 
ministry, which leads to resistance and opposition to the restless anxiety of the consumerist 
world and serves as an alternative to advertising’s demanding presence in this world. This 
rest, as a gift from God, has been one of the most fundamental defining features of man’s 
connection with God throughout history. Since Christian antiquity, there has been 
substantial debate over how to observe this tremendous gift of rest. Rest was valued as a 
gift in the Jewish culture in a specific way that included defining the identity of the chosen 
people. Later, in the Christian tradition, it was connected to the celebration of Christ’s 
Resurrection and the spiritual healing He provided to the world. There has been much 
debate on the continuity and discontinuity between the Jewish Sabbath and the Christian 
Sunday, as well as on how the transition from the Sabbath to the Sunday celebration came 
about. The two qualities of the Jewish Sabbath – a day of rest and a day of religious 
celebration – have been transferred to the Christian Sunday but in a radically different 
context.

Contribution: By analysing early Christian literature, this study aims to investigate how 
the concept of Sabbath rest was taken up and reconstructed in Christianity in the celebration 
of Sunday, and how spiritual work was a constant in the life of Christian communities up 
until the 4th century, when Sunday rest was established by law. Contrary to Rordorf’s 
opinions, this article aims to show that Christians, despite being physically obligated to 
work on Sundays, tacitly observed this day as a day of resurrection, emphasising the 
spiritual work of the virtues as their vehicle towards their entrance into the rest in God, 
even before Sunday became socially established as a day of rest (Heb 4:1–11). This study 
intends to show that this unique vision of the Sunday rest of the early church can be an 
element of resistance and an alternative to the demanding stress and restless anxiety of 
modern society.
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of all work on the 7th day of the week, which was justified 
by privilege in Exodus 34:21 and ethically in Exodus 23:12, 
but did not yet bear the name Sabbath, was given in pre-
exilic times. In the Decalogue it becomes a cultic holiday, as 
it had developed in the exile as a confessional sign of the 
Israelites. In the foreign land, where the traditional sacrificial 
service could not be practiced, the celebration of the Sabbath 
had obviously become unifying cultic signs of identification 
for the exiles. Because the Sabbath had now become a 
‘Sabbath for Yahweh your God’, it had to be ‘sanctified’ and 
thus snatched from the profanity of everyday life and 
because Israel was tempted to be too busy with the cares of 
everyday life and might resign itself to the difficulties of 
keeping the Sabbath,  especially it had to be urgently 
inculcated to remember (Ex 20:8), or, in a more domineering 
tone, to observe the ‘sanctification’ of the Sabbath (Dt 5:12). 
In the post-exilic period, this ritual character of the Sabbath 
was  emphasized, and there was a tendency to make the 
Sabbath a central and salvific institution of Israel, which the 
Mishnah indicates, giving it first place among the feasts and 
including the spiritual rest as the main ‘sanctifying’ activity 
(Jeremias 2015:380–381).

The institutionalisation of the Sabbath and its formal practice 
in the New Testament era inevitably led to some conflicts 
that Jesus had on the subject with the leaders of the chosen 
people (Mk 2:23–3:6; Mt 12:1–14; Lk 6:1–11; Jn 7:22–23). He 
was the Lord of the Sabbath (Mk 2:28par), the One who came 
into the world to establish a new Sabbath, His unique 
Sabbath, characterized not by outward perceptions and 
rules, but by rest in God, by loving communion with Him 
and with neighbour.

The early church understood and lived from her earliest 
days this new reality of rest in God expressed in Hebrews 
3:7–4:11: entry into the new promised land is still possible 
today on the new Sabbath, on the one, eschatological day, 
the day of Christ’s presence. Through the Saviour, all the 
prescriptions of the Old Law have found their actual 
fulfillment. The church saw the Sabbath and the other Jewish 
feasts as foreshadowing of the Truth, which became 
irrelevant when it came into the world. This is the reason for 
the gradual separation of the church from the synagogue 
and the shift from Sabbath observance to Sunday celebration, 
which became the main feast day for celebrating the 
Resurrection.

This process has been very difficult. In the 1st century 
Judaising tendencies still persisted in the church. Many 
Christian communities in Asia Minor continued to observe 
the Sabbath in parallel with the observance of the late 
Sunday until around the 4th century (Kraft 1965:31–33). The 
continuity and discontinuity at the same time between 
the  Jewish Sabbath and the Christian Sunday was the 
characteristic note of the early Christian cultic tradition 
(Frankenmölle 2006:59–69). Even though formally, the two 
specific elements of the Sabbath: rest and cultic celebration 
were taken over into Christian practice, they acquired a new 
meaning and content. The eternal rest promised in the Old 

Covenant was brought into the world by Christ and was 
lived in the church as a herald of eternal happiness in the 
kingdom of heaven (Lukács 2020).

Sunday: Day of rest
Analysing the ancient texts of the early church, Rordorf 
(1962) has concluded that Sunday, as a new feast with 
Christian specificity, was primarily a day of worship, with 
the Eucharist at its centre, and in time only became a day of 
rest:

In the early days of the Church, Sunday was just a day of worship 
and nothing more; Christians knew no requirement of rest on 
Sundays. If today, as Christians, we demand and respect Sunday 
rest as a matter of course, we need to know whether and how we 
can justify it … A Christian Sunday rest, as a principle of 
abstention from all work, would not have been possible in the 
early days of the Church until the Emperor Constantine. Simply 
because no one in the entire Roman Empire stopped work on 
Sundays, neither Jews, Greeks, nor Christians … (p. 152)

The given statement refers only to the concept of the Sunday 
as a day of rest as it is known in its institutionalized form 
since the time of Constantine the Great. Rordorf does not 
seem to see that the patristic literature of the early ages, 
however, also speaks of another rest, a spiritual rest, applied 
in particular to the concept of the Sabbath, which springs 
from communion with the Risen Christ, a rest which has 
been associated with the Sunday Eucharist.

The following will describe the two different concepts of 
rest. Firstly, the way in which Sunday rest was 
institutionalized from the time of Constantine the Great 
onwards will be analysed. Secondly, in another chapter the 
reality of the existence in early times of a spiritual rest 
perceived as a spiritual work specific to Sunday will be 
discussed. Finally, it will be shown that the spiritual rest is a 
gift that modern man must again take into account because 
it is a form of resistance to all the assault and stress imposed 
by consumer society.

In the pre-Constantinian period when Christianity was a 
forbidden religion, Christians belonged overwhelmingly to 
the lower classes of the population, especially the slave 
class, and could not afford to give up work on Sundays. 
However, historical documents show that Eucharistic 
gatherings took place on Sundays, either early in the 
morning, when it was still dark or late in the evening (Peichl 
1958:44–45).

Until the 2nd century, there is not the slightest hint in the 
sources that Sunday was in any way socially marked by 
Christians with rest from work. The Epistle of Barnabas (15:9) 
states, ‘Therefore we also spend the 8th day (Sunday) in joy’ 
[Διὸ καὶ ἄγομεν τὴν ἡμέραν τὴν ὀγδόην εἰς εὐφροσύνην] (eds. 
Kraft & Prigent 1971:188–189), a statement that cannot be 
taken as a testimony to Sunday rest from work; the Sunday 
joy mentioned here is that of the resurrection that was 
celebrated every Sunday (Rordorf 1962:156).
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In Tertullian’s work De oratione, we find a passage that is 
often cited as evidence of Christian Sunday rest in the pre-
Constantinian period:

But we must guard ourselves … on the day of the Lord’s 
resurrection not only from this exercise (i.e. kneeling in prayer), 
but from every attitude and exercise of fear, and also defer 
business [differeiltes etiam negotia], so as not to give the devil any 
place [ne quem diabolo locum demus]. (eds. Reifferscheid & 
Wissowa 1890:196)

The rest mentioned here by Tertullian had a cultic orientation 
(Huber 1958:91). The words ‘to give the devil no place’ 
are also a testimony to a spiritual work specific to this day, the 
lack of which the evil one could take advantage of. Sunday 
was the day of spiritual rest and recollection on which people 
‘put off business’. Slaves were also exempt from work on 
Saturdays and Sundays as mentioned in the Apostolic 
Constitutions VIII, 33,1–2 (Funk 1905:538), and Testamentum 
Domini II, 12 (Rahmani 1899:135) states that those burdened 
with work should enjoy rest on Easter and every Lord’s Day.

Socially, Sunday became an official day of rest through the 
legislation of Emperor Constantine the Great who 
promulgated the first state laws on Sunday rest. The first law 
(Codex Justin. XII de feriis, 3) dates from 03 March 321 and 
provides for a total interruption of public work on Sundays, 
from which only peasants are exempted so as not  to cause 
delays in agricultural work (Krüger 1959:127). As Eusebius 
of Caesarea remarks, Constantine wanted by this decree to 
favour the religious and cultic life of the Christian minority 
to whom he had just given religious freedom, in order to 
‘gradually make all men worshippers of God’ (ed. Heikel 
1902:124). By introducing Sunday as a legal day of rest the 
great emperor wanted to bring into his empire a counterpoint 
to the cult of the sun by unifying the empire under a 
monotheistic solar religion (Böhmer 1931:16).

The institutionalisation of the day of rest was an important 
moment in the life of the church, and the fact that no church 
synod of this period alludes to the imperial Sunday law 
may be an indication that the church received this imperial 
act as a natural one, Sunday having always been in the 
consciousness of the early Christians as the day of rest in 
God, the day dedicated to spiritual ministry (Brattston 2017).

With the secularisation of Christian life, the Sunday rest departed 
from its original meaning, and the Lord’s Day came to be 
celebrated in a very un-Christian way (Huber 1958:94). A 
rediscovery of the spiritual meaning of rest, of the spiritual 
reality that Christians have experienced since the early ages, was 
needed. In what follows the main patristic texts will be 
mentioned, which express this unique vision of the church on 
Sunday rest and how Sunday became the new Christian Sabbath.

Sunday: The new Christian Sabbath? 
A questioning of the sources
The early Christian communities took up the concept of 
Sabbath rest and gave it a whole new meaning through faith 

in Jesus Christ (Danielou 1957:262–279). God’s rest described 
in the Book of Genesis as the crowning achievement of 
creation was understood as the Creator’s undivided 
communion with his creatures. The rest prepared by Yahweh 
for his people was to be perfected in the age to come. A new 
day of rest is brought into the world by Christians and is 
given to those who open themselves to him by faith and 
spiritual work. The new rest is defined as spiritual work, as 
rest in the love of God through Jesus Christ, a rest that will be 
thoroughly enjoyed in the age to come. In this sense, the 
exegesis of the early church almost always understood 
eschatological rest as ‘Sabbath’ and, conversely, the true 
Sabbath as eschatological rest.

The Epistle of Barnabas, written around 130–140, A.D. presents 
the concept of God’s rest as a gift that also implies a response 
from believers:

‘And the Lord rested on the seventh day’, These words mean: 
When his Son shall come, he will put an end to the time of 
transgression … then he will rest with glory on the seventh day. 
6. He saith again, ‘Thou shalt sanctify it, with clean hands and 
with a pure heart’. 7. See, that then ο we shall sanctify and ο we 
shall be able to do it ourselves, when we shall have full rest ... 8. 
He also says to them, ‘Your new moons and Saturdays I do not 
suffer after’. This is what he means: ‘I do not like Saturdays now, 
but that Saturday which I have made, on which, after I have 
rested from all, I will make the beginning of the eighth day, 
which is the beginning of another world’. 9. Therefore, we 
joyfully celebrate the eighth day after Saturday, on which Christ 
also rose and, having appeared, ascended into heaven. (eds. 
Kraft & Prigent 1971:188–189)

Justin Martyr and Philosopher, in his Dialogue with the Jew 
Trypho 12, 3 defines the concept of rest in God specific to 
Sunday as the Sabbath that is pleasing to God in terms of the 
spiritual work of acquiring virtues and turning from sin:

The new law wants you to celebrate the Sabbath all the time, 
and you think you are godly when you work nothing for a 
day ... Our God is not pleased with this ... if a perjurer or a thief 
is found among you, let him cease; if an adulterer is found, let 
him repent; then celebrate God’s blessed Sabbath ... (ed. 
Goodspeed 1915:135)

Also, in the 3rd century, Origen succeeds in defining in his 
work In Numeros Homiliae 23, 4 how pre-Constantinian 
Christianity took up, reformulated and filled with new 
meaning the concept of sabbatical rest by associating it with 
the spiritual work of acquiring the virtues:

Let’s leave the Jewish Sabbath customs and see what Sabbath-
keeping should be like for the Christian. On the Sabbath you 
are not to do any worldly work ... Thus, there will be a true 
Sabbath when God will rest from all his works: the Eon that 
will come, when sorrow, grief and sighing will disappear, and 
God will be all in all. On that Sabbath, God will also allow us to 
keep the feast day with Him and to celebrate with His holy 
angels ... (ed. Doutreleau 2001:124)

From these few pre-Constantinian sources, we understand 
that even though Sunday was not yet established as an 
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official day of rest in the empire, Christians perceived the 
new sabbatical rest as the day of spiritual ministry. In this 
regard, Eusebius of Caesarea in his commentary on Psalm 
91/92 states that the true Sabbath is that of turning away 
from sins and devoting oneself entirely to God. Those who 
use the Sabbath day as an occasion for idleness or for any 
other purpose than rest in the work of drawing near to God 
are, in his opinion, those who celebrate:

[T]he lying Sabbaths which the Logos by the new covenant has 
forsaken has moved the feast of the Sabbath to the dawn of light 
and given us the icon of true rest [ἀληθινῆς ἀναπαύσεως εἰκόνα], 
the saving, reigning and first day of light [τὴν σωτηρίαν καὶ 
Κυριακὴν καὶ πρώτην τοῦ φωτὸς ἡμέραν] in which the Savior of the 
world, after all his deeds (performed) among men, obtained 
victory over death, passed through the gates of heaven, exceeded 
(the domain) of the six-day creation, and received the Sabbath 
according to God and the thrice-blessed rest [τό τε θεοπρεπὲς 
Σάββατον καὶ τὴν τρισμακαρίαν ἀνάπαυσιν ὑπολαμβάνων] … On this 
day, which is the day of light, we gather at six-day intervals and 
celebrate the holy and spiritual sabbaths [ἅγιά τε Σάββατα καὶ 
πνευματικὰ] and fulfill, according to the spiritual law, what the 
priests were commanded to do on the sabbath. For we bring 
spiritual sacrifices and offerings [θυσίας τε γὰρ καὶ ἀναφορὰς], 
those called offerings of praise and offerings of joy … and all the 
rest (doing), indeed, all that ought to have been done on the 
Sabbath, we have transferred to the Lord’s Day, because it is 
more important and has precedence, because it is the first and 
more precious than the Jewish Sabbath. (PG 23, 1169–1172)

This passage is essential for understanding how in the 4th 
century the Lord’s Day was perceived and experienced as a 
spiritual ministry defined as rest in God and as a Eucharistic 
celebration.

Also, in the 4th century Athanasius the Great in his writing 
De sabbatis et circumcisione wants to specify the deep spiritual 
meaning of the transition from Sabbath to Sunday by showing 
that:

When God made the first creation, he ceased to work; therefore, 
that generation also kept the Sabbath on the seventh day. But the 
second creation has no end; therefore, God has not ceased to 
work, but continues to work until now. Therefore, neither do we 
keep the Sabbath on one day [οὐδὲ σαββατίζομεν ἡμέραν], as 
during the first (creation), but we look forward to the future 
Sabbath of the Sabbaths [τὰ μέλλοντα ἐλπίζομεν Σάββατα σαββάτων]; 
whereby the new creation will not end. For circumcision this 
purpose the Sabbath was given to the people of old, that they 
might know both the end of the old creation and the beginning 
(of the new) creation. (PG 28, 133)

Other pre-Constantinian patristic testimonies are also 
relevant. For Epiphanius of Salamis, Christ is the true 
Sabbath who brought spiritual rest by stopping sin (ed. Holl 
1915:127), for Ambrose of Milan, rest from evil is the new 
Sabbath (Adriaen & Ballerini 1957:31–33) and for Augustine 
(Enarrationes in Psalmos 91, 22) Sabbath rest is the peace of 
mind that comes from communion with God (eds. Dekkers 
& Fraipont 1956:123).

All these patristic testimonies speak unanimously of the 
same spiritual reality of the 1st centuries. The sabbatical 

rest  was perceived and lived from the beginning in a 
Christological and spiritual note. True rest was not the 
absence of work, but the work of the virtues, communion 
with God. Even though in the 4th century the Jewish Sabbath 
and the Christian Sunday overlapped with corresponding 
social consequences (Rordorf 1972:XIV–XXI), yet in the 
Christian consciousness Sunday rest was from the beginning 
a new and unique reality linked to communion with Christ 
through the spiritual life and Eucharistic communion. How 
Sunday was perceived in these two fundamental components 
is also reflected in the patristic sources of the 1st centuries, 
which will be presented.

Sunday: The new creation of 
Christianity
Sunday was from the beginning celebrated as the day of the 
Resurrection. Its importance in the life of the early church is 
also shown in the multitude of names this day has received 
(Rordorf 1962:269–289). According to the Jewish numbering 
system of the days of the week Sunday was called the first of 
the week or weeks [μιᾷ τῶν σαββάτων] (Μc 16:2; Lk 24:1; Jn 
20:1; Ac 20:7; 1 Cor 16:2). Following the Sabbath, it has also 
been called the 8th day, as a foretaste yet from this world of 
the happiness of the life to come. Christians also called it the 
Lord’s Day [κυριακὴ ἡμέρα], (Ac 1:10 and in Dd 14:1), for this 
day had at its centre the celebration of the ‘breaking of bread’ 
(1 Cor 11:20), which actualized in the bosom of the community 
the unique event of the Lord’s Resurrection.

These names indicate how Sunday was lived in the early 
Christian communities. Even though it was initially 
celebrated in some Judeo-Christian environments together 
with the Sabbath, Sunday was perceived as a new creation 
of Christianity (Wijngaarde 2015), which had at its core a 
unique and spiritual concept of Sunday rest as a loving 
response to the gift of God’s rest present in the world in 
cultic celebration.

The liturgical and patristic sources are a living testimony to 
this. They indicate how Sunday has been perceived over 
time and in particular, how rest has been defined on this 
feast day.

Ignatius of Antioch in the 2nd century clearly shows the 
transition from letter to spirit, from the shadow of the 
Jewish law to the truth of the Christian faith centred on the 
new life that Christ gives in the church ([Epistula ad 
Magnesios] 9, 1–2):

Therefore, those who lived in the old ordinances have come to 
the new hope, no longer observing the Sabbath [μηκέτι 
σαββατίζοντες], but living according to the Lord’s Day [κατὰ 
κυριακὴν ζῶντες], in which also our life has dawned, through 
Him and through His death. (ed. Camelot 1951:102)

The importance of Sunday as the 8th day and also as the first 
day that opens a new age is shown by Justin Martyr in his 
Dialogue with the Jew Trypho 41,4 when he states:
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The commandment of circumcision, which commanded the 
new-born to be circumcised on the eighth day, was a reference 
to the true circumcision by which we were circumcised from 
wickedness through Jesus Christ our Lord, who rose from the 
dead on the first day of the week. The first day of the week, 
though it is the first of all the days of the week, is called the 
eighth, in which it is counted again by the number of all 
the  days of the cycle, but does not cease to be the first. 
(ed. Goodspeed 1915:189)

For Clement the Alexandrian, the true rest of Christians is the 
day of the Lord, the 8th day [ἐν Ὀγδοάδι] also called Sunday 
(ed. Sagnard 1948:185–186), which prepares, by spiritual 
work:

[B]y abstaining from all evil, the primordial day of our true rest, 
which is also the day of the creation of true light, in which all 
things are seen and all things are inherited. (Stromata VI, 16, 138, 
1–2; ed. Stählin 1906:52)

It is evident that for the Christians of the 3rd century, the 
reality of spiritual rest as the work of the virtues was the 
essential aspect of the Lord’s Day and not the social rest later 
decreed by the imperial authority.

Also, from the pre-Constantinian period and in the same note 
comes the testimony of Cyprian of Carthage who, using as a 
symbolic pretext the Jewish custom of circumcising the 8th 
day sees Sunday, as:

The eighth day, that is, the first day after the Sabbath, on which 
the Lord was to arise and raise us up and give us spiritual 
circumcision ... But this image (prefiguration) lost its significance 
when, later, the reality (of it) appeared and we received the 
spiritual circumcision. (Cyprianus, Epistula 64, 4; ed. Hartel 
1871:89)

Athanasius the Great in his 4th century work De sabbatis et 
circumcisione sees Sunday as a new circumcision, as the day 
of spiritual renewal not only through spiritual ministry but 
especially through the Sacrament of Baptism:

Because God wanted to renew the six-day creation, he 
appointed a day for renewal, which the Holy Spirit proclaims 
by saying in the Psalm, ‘This is the day the Lord has made’ ... 
For this day is not for all, but for those who die to sin and live 
for the Lord ... The Lord’s Day is the beginning of creation and 
brings the Sabbath to an end, so the same Lord’s Day brought 
circumcision to an end, giving birth again to man. For both 
were fulfilled on the eighth day: both the beginning of creation 
and the rebirth of man. Therefore, the eighth day abolished the 
Sabbath, and not the Sabbath abolished the eighth day … and 
circumcision was the foreshadowing, the typos of the stripping 
by Baptism [Τῆς γὰρ διὰ τοῦ βαπτίσματος ἀπεκδύσεως τύπος ἦν ἡ 
περιτομή-]. (PG 28, 140)

For Basil the Great, Sunday is the day of Ressurection on 
which one does not kneel because it is the foretaste of the rest 
of the future life, even in this world:

We make prayers standing on Sundays in one of the Sabbaths [ἐν 
τῇ μιᾷ τοῦ σαββάτου], but we do not all know the reason. [We do 
this] because [this day] seems to be the image of the future age 

[τοῦ προσδοκωμένου αἰῶνος εἶναι εἰκών]. Therefore, although it is 
the beginning of days, it was not called by Moses the first, but 
one [μία]. ‘For’, says (Scripture), ‘evening was made, and 
morning was made, one day’, as if the same day were to be 
repeated many times. This day is one and at the same time the 
eighth, and (symbolizes) that truly one and eighth day; it is the 
state which will be revealed after this time, the endless, unending, 
ultimate day, that endless and eternal age.[ τὴν ἄπαυστον ἡμέραν, 
τὴν ἀνέσπερον, τὴν ἀδιάδοχον, τὸν ἄληκτον ἐκεῖνον καὶ ἀγήρω αἰῶνα]. 
(De Spiritu Sancto 27, 66; ed. Pruche 1968:485)

Basil knows an essential aspect of Sunday, namely its 
connection with the Resurrection of Christ and Christian 
baptism. In this sense, it is called ἀναστάσιμος ἡμέρα. But 
Basil stops at another sense. Sunday is the image of eternal 
life. In this sense, he admits that: ‘Moses calls it “one” when 
he refers to the first day’. Indeed, the fact that unity is the 
principle of time makes it an image of eternity, which is one; 
it is not only a philosophical speculation, introduced by 
Basil but also a criticism of the expression “first day” 
applied to Sunday, which is remarkable. It is also called the 
eighth, meaning the state that follows time and knows no 
sequence, unlike the 7 days, which designates time. 
Therefore, according to Basil the Great the purpose of 
Sunday is to direct hearts to eternal life and to prepare for it 
(Danielou 1965:77–78).

This complex and deeply theological vision of Sunday rest is 
also found in Gregory the Theologian. In Oratio, 41 he 
describes their Pentecost as being composed of a series of 7 
weeks, which lacks 1 day, for ‘the number seven, by itself or 
by composing itself [ἐπὶ ἑαυτὸν συντιθέμενος], gives birth to 
Pentecost, 1 day missing [μιᾶς δεούσης ἡμέρας], which from 
the age to come we have taken, and the eighth [ὀγδόην] being 
it and, also, the first [πρώτην], or – rather – one [single] and 
undivided [μίαν καὶ ἀκατάλυτον]; that there was to end the 
[7th-day] rest or ‘sabbatism’ here [τὸν ἐνταῦθα Σαββατισμὸν] of 
souls, that it might be given to the seven, and to the eight, as 
the text of Solomon’ (Ec 11:2) had before us (PG 36, 432).

The one who will summarize this impressive patristic vision 
of the new meaning of Sunday rest is Nicodemus Aghiorite 
who in his Confesio fidei devotes an entire chapter to Sunday 
and its specificity in Christianity. The Lord’s Day is in 
his  vision the day of the most important events in the 
economy of salvation: creation, residence in Christ through 
the Resurrection, Pentecost and the Parousia. Taking up 
the affirmations of Gregory Palamas, Maxim the Confessor, 
Nicodemus shows that Sunday is now the icon of the age to 
come, being the foretaste of that eternal, uncreated, unique 
and eschatological day (Paschos 1996:132).

Spiritual rest: The solution to the 
crisis of the modern world?
The analysis of the patristic texts presented above indicates 
that Rordorf did not grasp, namely that from the very early 
days of the church, Christians were aware of the importance 
of the day of rest as God’s gift and the perpetual invitation to 
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enter into this rest through the spiritual work of the virtues 
and by dedicating 1 day of the week to this unique communion 
with the Creator. Spiritual rest is a gift that modern man must 
once again consider because it is a form of resistance to 
all  the  assault and stress imposed by consumer society 
(Brueggemann 2017) but above all it is also a way of resolving 
the profound  ecological crisis of the contemporary world 
(Gillmor 1996:261–270). All human interventions that have 
not known communion with God as the gift of spiritual rest 
on the surrounding nature have led to serious ecological 
problems such as ozone depletion, global warming, acid 
rain, deforestation, desertification, famine, land degradation, 
habitat loss, species extinction, nuclear accidents and pollution 
in all its forms (Bauckham 2011; Deane-Drummond 2011).

The biblical and patristic perspective referred to here 
indicates that Sunday rest has never been understood 
simplistically, as rest and the absence of any activity, but as a 
gift of God which man should cultivate for the whole of 
creation, which was from the beginning called to enter 
through man into this rest of God (Johnson Leese 2018).

The biblical account of creation indicates that the integrity of 
the created universe was God’s will, for there was order and 
peace when harmony prevailed among God, humanity, and 
nature. Every element in the whole created order was 
important to God, who ‘saw that all was very good’. All 
creation lived together harmoniously on the 7th day as it 
tasted and shared in God’s rest. Adam’s subsequent fall 
affected not only humanity but also the natural world; human 
sin and the departure from the rest of spiritual ministry and 
engagement in purely material work often destructive to the 
environment are the consequences of sin.

Modern man must understand that the Sabbath rest of the 
Bible includes within itself respect for the whole creation, 
the wise working of the earth, care for animals and for the 
whole ecosystem of the planet, all of which await deliverance 
from spoilage and sharing in the joy of the freedom of the 
greatness of the sons of God (Rm 8:21). Sabbath rest can bring 
this joy to the contemporary world (Gillmor 1996:264). The 
Pauline’s concept of the rest of creation in and through man’s 
communion with God points to the holistic vision of early 
Christianity that needs to be rediscovered today in the lives 
of 21st-century Christians. Consumerism and ecological 
despotism will end when modern man adopts a new 
ecological morality by returning to the rest of communion 
with God (Muthiah 2015).

Conclusion
Sunday was the new creation of Christianity based on a 
unique and spiritual concept of rest. All the patristic texts 
presented have a common ideological background. They all 
highlight the spiritual dimension of Sunday rest, the medium 
of believers’ communion with the risen Christ and a real 
foretaste of the happiness of eternal life. The rest that the 
Christian Sunday proposes and brings to the world is an 
entirely new concept and reality, because it does not imply a 

lack of work, but calls for an intensely spiritual activity in 
which the taste of ‘God’s rest’ presupposes and implies. 
Until the 4th century, Christians could only have this 
spiritual experience of rest in God in their personal 
lives.  After the time of Constantine the Great who 
institutionalized Sunday as a day of rest, the theology of 
Sunday developed and the rich ideas affirmed by the church 
fathers in their commentaries are nothing but a processing 
and interpretation of the vision of the early church with a 
mystagogical and missionary purpose. At the  same time, 
these ideas are aimed at counteracting the tendencies of 
secularisation of Christian life that began to manifest 
themselves immediately after the freedom given to 
Christians by the Edict of Mediolanum.

In the contemporary world, the rediscovery of Sunday rest as 
rest in God can be a way out of the deep crises of modernity 
and a form of resistance and an alternative to today’s 
consumerism and ecological despotism.
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