
ARTICLE 16

Work, Rest, and The Lord’s Day
We believe that God’s act of creation is the model for human activity. While 
sin has corrupted work and rest, redeemed people are called to restore labour 
and rest to their proper place.

Work
As creatures made in the image of God, Christians imitate the Creator by 
working faithfully as they are able. They are to use their abilities and resources 
to glorify God and to serve others. Because they bear the name of Christ, 
all believers are called to work honestly and diligently and to treat others 
with respect and dignity.

Rest
As God rested on the seventh day, people are called to observe regular 
times of rest. Rest is an act of thankfulness for what God has provided. It 
is an act of trust, reminding humans that it is not their work but God who 
sustains them. Rest is an act of hope, anticipating the future rest assured 
by the resurrection of Jesus.

The Lord’s Day
Following the New Testament example, believers gather together to 
commemorate the resurrection of Christ and the coming of the Holy 
Spirit on the first day of the week. On the Lord’s day, believers joyfully 
devote themselves to worship, instruction in the Word, breaking of bread, 
prayer, fellowship, and service, limiting their labour to work of necessity 
and deeds of mercy.

Genesis 1:26-31; 2:15; 3:14-19; Exodus 20:8-11; Leviticus 25:1-7; 
Deuteronomy 5:12-15; Psalm 46:10; 95:6-11; Ecclesiastes 3:13; Mark 
2:23-3:6; Luke 24:1-36; Acts 2:1; 20:7; Romans 14:5-10; Ephesians 6:5-9; 
Colossians 3:22-4:1; 2 Thessalonians 3:6-10; Hebrews 4:1-10; 10:23-25.
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ARTICLE 16

Work, Rest, and The Lord’s Day
C O M M E N TA RY

Work and leisure are among the central concerns of North American 
Christians. We believe that God created people for both work and rest, but 
in our rebellion, we have corrupted both labour and rest. As a redeemed 
people, the church is called to restore labour and rest to their proper places 
in human life.

Work
Work is a pervasive and essential element of human existence. The action of 
God in the creation of the world is described in Genesis as work (Genesis 
2:2-3). In the Garden, Adam is given the work of naming the animals (Genesis 
2:18-20). Similarly, Psalm 104:23 indicates that it is the nature of persons 
to engage in labour. Thus work itself is not a consequence of the fall into 
sin. One of the consequences of sin is that God cursed the ground, thereby 
changing work from joyful participation with God into a painful struggle 
against the elements (Genesis 3:17-19). Work can be corrupted by human 
injustice as in the case of Egypt enslaving Israel (Exodus 1-13).

Human beings are created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-27). One 
of the ways in which people are made in God’s image is that they are by 
nature social. It is by being both male and female that humans reflect the 
image of God. The connection between social nature and work is seen in 
Genesis 2. God seeks a helper for Adam. That is, it is not good for Adam 
to work alone in the garden. The only suitable helper for Adam is another 
person (Genesis 2:18-25). Work is part of the created social nature of 
human beings.

Genesis 1:26 explicitly links being made in the image of God with having 
dominion. Two things should be noted about the notion of dominion. First, 
dominion implies action. Humans are to be responsible for the proper use of 
and care for creation. Second, the command to have dominion over the “fish...
birds...every living creature...the whole earth” (Genesis 1:28-30) should be 
understood to involve responsibility for all of creation. While it is not explicit 
in the biblical text, it is fair to understand human responsibility to extend to 
the products of human culture as well as to the natural world. In addition to 
caring for the creatures which God has created, humans are also responsible 
for use of such elements of human culture as economics, art, music, sport, 
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education, politics, and the like. Work of all sorts is the responsibility and 
proper end of human beings.

In 2 Thessalonians 3:10, Paul articulates an important principle for 
understanding work: “We gave you this command: Anyone unwilling to 
work should not eat” (NRSV). Individuals are responsible to work as they 
are able. Paul is also clear that providing for personal needs is not the only, 
or even the primary, reason for working. In 1 Corinthians 16:2, he indicates 
that at the beginning of the week believers should set aside a portion of what 
they have to help those who are in need. While people are responsible for 
themselves, they are also responsible to use their work to provide for others. 

Paul’s instructions to slaves and masters in Ephesians 6:5-9 and 
Colossians 3:22-4:1 give some indication of how Christians can redeem 
the corrupted world of work. Paul does not directly condemn slavery. 
However, he does give instructions to slaves which command them to 
live as if they are not slaves. Rather than shirking their duties, stealing, 
and being insubordinate, the slaves are to act responsibly and faithfully. 
They are to act as if they are free people. Similarly, masters are to treat their 
slaves justly, fairly, and in the way that one would treat an equal. Paul told 
Christians to act in such a way that the evils of slavery were significantly 
undermined and disarmed. 

The consumer capitalism of contemporary North America lends itself to 
another kind of slavery. Some people find themselves working in factories 
which provide very little meaningful connection between worker and 
product. Others find themselves selling products that they realize are of 
little ultimate significance. Some find themselves in management being 
pressured to demand more productivity with less compensation for workers. 
A variety of social pressures combine to make work seem like meaningless 
drudgery. The words of Paul provide a light for the Christian worker in 
our society. God calls workers to use their time honestly in performing 
work, to do quality work even if they have little control over the final 
product of their work, and to remember that their performance functions 
as a witness to God. 

Rest
Exodus 20:11 and Deuteronomy 5:15 give complementary explanations 
of the command to rest on the Sabbath. In Exodus 20:11, the command to 
honour the Sabbath is grounded in the pattern of creation demonstrated 
by God. Deuteronomy 5:15 recalls God’s delivering Israel from slavery in 
Egypt. These two passages remind us that rest is an opportunity to thank 
God for creating us and also for redeeming us.

Sabbath laws remind us that observance of Sabbath rest is an act of trust. 
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When the Israelites wandered in the desert, they were required to trust 
that manna would not rot when kept for the Sabbath (Exodus 16:22-30). 
Similarly, when Israel was commanded to observe Sabbath years in which they 
did not plant or harvest grain, the people were called to show by their actions 
that they trusted in God to provide for them (Exodus 23:10-11; Leviticus 
25). Economic and military security provide contemporary temptations to 
put our trust in something other than God. The call to Sabbath observance 
calls us to examine carefully whom we as a people rely on for provision.

Hebrews 4 reminds us that rest is not yet fully realized (4:1). The future 
rest promised by God is the result of faith in Jesus (4:2) and on obedience to 
God (4:6). The future rest will be a time when rest and work are no longer 
at odds (4:9-10). This provides believers with the strength to redeem both 
work and rest in a culture which corrupts both aspects of life. Hope sustains 
people in the face of adversity.

The Lord’s Day
The only use of the term “The Lord’s day” in the New Testament occurs 
in Revelation 1:10. Roman culture set aside certain days as “emperor’s 
days.” The commitment of the early church to celebrate a “Lord’s day” 
is in direct contrast to the idolatrous pagan culture in which they found 
themselves. Today, one of the idolatrous temptations that North Americans 
face is to worship the god of leisure. Leisure is a counterfeit rest. Many of 
us have confused rest with leisure, glorying in our own accomplishments 
rather relying on God as our provider. We believe we have earned leisure, 
not recognizing rest as a gift from God. Contemporary North American 
Christians are again called to proclaim a day of the week as the Lord’s day 
rather than thinking of the weekend as “time for myself.”

It is clear that New Testament believers gathered on the first day of the 
week to remember the resurrection of Jesus (1 Corinthians 16:1-2; Acts 
20:7). It is a long tradition of the Church to imitate the practice of those 
believers. The first day is appropriate as a day set aside for worship in that it 
reminds believers of the creation (Genesis 1:1), the resurrection (Matthew 
28:1; Mark 16:2; Luke 24:1; John 20:1), and the day of Pentecost (Acts 
2). As noted earlier, Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5 remind us that there 
is an intimate connection between rest and worship. This suggests that a 
regular part of worship should be remembering the mighty acts of God on 
behalf of His people. One of the ways that we remember the acts of God 
is through the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. In other ways our worship 
should also involve remembering what it is that God has done in creating 
and sustaining a new people.

As counterpoint, however, it is useful to remember the words of Paul 
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in Romans 14:5: “Some judge one day to be better than another, while 
others judge all days to be alike. Let all be fully convinced in their own 
minds” (NRSV). Paul reminds us that our observance of a day of worship 
is a convention that we adopt. It does not matter which day is used. Clearly 
it is essential that Christians set aside some day to worship.

As new creatures, we are called to redeem our work. As a redeemed people, 
we are called to tangibly show our thankfulness, trust, and hope by setting 
aside our work for a time. Our rest should be characterized by worship of 
God and fellowship with other people. Our worship and fellowship should 
be a foreshadowing of the time when believers of all nations and languages 
rest in the presence of the triune God.
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ARTICLE 16

Work, Rest, and The Lord’s Day
PA S TO R A L  A P P L I C AT I O N

Work and rest are major issues for the North American church. We are a 
society driven by a deep-seated need to be busy, either with economically 
profitable activity or with recreation. Our self-image is tied to this need 
to be busy: we are useful, worth something, when we are productive. Our 
values and priorities regarding time use are shaped by the drive to busyness. 
Therefore the Confession of Faith sees the importance of biblical teaching 
regarding our work, our need for rest, and our observance of the Lord’s day.

Work
A major component of our lives is the work we do. John Redekop, in an 
article in Faith Today (Sept/Oct 1989, 18-23), estimates that the “average 
working Canadian spends some 88,000 hours on the job from the first day 
of full-time employment until the retirement celebration.” He concludes 
that “most of us spend almost 40 percent of our waking time at work.” 

But biblically speaking, work is more than just time spent “on the job.” 
Work includes taking care of one’s household (providing food, shelter, 
security, stability), providing the infrastructure so that society can function 
(government, health care, transportation, commerce, etc.), and exploring 
the breadth of creation (science) and the heights of human culture (the 
arts). It is important for the church to communicate that all types of work 
are honourable as ways of living responsibly. The executive, the mechanic in 
the garage, the stay-at-home mom or dad—all these ought to be helped to 
find the God-given dignity and purpose of their work. One congregation 
has celebrated this by having a “Labour Day” Sunday in which everyone is 
to come to church in their weekday work clothes. (Of course, that would 
only work if it weren’t already the normal practice!) Testimonies and 
teaching focused on the world of work would be appropriate for such a 
day. Another church had an adult Christian Education series focusing on 
the world of work. People who worked in different jobs were interviewed 
with the following three questions: “What are the greatest rewards of your 
work?” “What are the larger or global forces that affect your occupation?” 
“How do you integrate your faith and your occupation?”

In our teaching, it can help us if we distinguish between our “vocation” 
and our “occupation.” Our occupation is what takes up our time: business, 
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housekeeping, professional duties, the farm, school, and so on. Our vocation, 
on the other hand, is our “calling” from God (1 Corinthians 7:17). It is 
God’s uniquely tailored will for our spiritual growth, within a certain set of 
occupations and roles. Our calling, our vocation, is to become Christlike in 
whatever we do; our occupations form the stage on which this transformation 
takes place. Sometimes, our vocation will lead us to change occupations: 
some have moved out of the military, or out of a business with unethical 
practices, or into full-time pastoral work as a result of following the call 
of Christ. We want all Christians to understand that they have a calling, 
a ministry. Ray Bystrom is helpful as he describes vocation in his first of a 
ten-part series on “Ten Words For Those Who Work” (Marketplace, 24/6, 
p 11). He says, “a sense of God’s calling in one’s life should prompt all God’s 
people—not just clergy and missionaries—to do the very best, whatever their 
trade, job, occupation or career (Colossians 3:23). As Martin Luther King 
once said, ‘If you are called to be a street sweeper, you should sweep streets as 
Michelangelo painted or Beethoven composed music or Shakespeare wrote 
poetry. You should sweep streets so well that the host of heaven and earth 
will say, Here lived a great street sweeper who did his job well.’”

Ministering to Those Out of the Workforce
What about those who aren’t in the workforce? Churches ought always 
to be careful that we do not rank people according to their occupation 
( James 2:1-5). We tend to place a lot of value on what we do: “I am what 
my job says I am.” And we unconsciously take a second step: “I’m worth 
what my job says I’m worth.” This is a dangerous assumption that needs to 
be firmly resisted by the church. We must learn to find our worth not in 
what we do, but in who we are in God’s sight. Especially in communities 
with high unemployment, or where there are people with disabilities that 
keep them from working, or with a lot of retirees, it is important that we 
project the message that all people have dignity in God’s eyes, regardless 
of their job situation.

How can we effectively pastor these people? We can be careful that 
our first question to newcomers isn’t automatically, “So, what do you do?” 
Furthermore, we should make sure that Paul’s word in 2 Thessalonians 3:10 
(“Anyone unwilling to work should not eat” NRSV) isn’t directed at those 
who can’t work, but at those who refuse to work. As to the situation of the 
unemployed, there are several things that the church can do. First, we must be 
careful to recognize the emotional and financial stress that the unemployed 
will face. It is the role of the church to remind the unemployed that their value 
as a person is not tied to having a paying job. Without minimizing the pain 
of unemployment, the church can offer the person who is temporarily out of 
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work opportunities for meaningful service within the community. Second, 
persons with disabilities are often marginalized in the workplace. It is the role 
of the church to witness for the worth of these people and to take the lead in 
seeing to it that people with different abilities are afforded opportunities for 
meaningful labour. Third, if we accept the work of God as our model, we will 
not view our work as primarily a means to an enjoyable retirement. Rather, the 
most fulfilling retirement is one filled with activity (work) that is less driven 
by immediate needs and more by our interests and abilities. 

Work and Meaning
A further challenge arises from the apparent meaninglessness of some modern 
work, a futility that many people experience as a trap, even a kind of slavery. 
Some may perform jobs which are repetitive or seem to lack larger value, 
or sell products that appear to have little ultimate significance. Others 
may suffer the stress of trying to achieve higher productivity with lower 
compensation. Many modern pressures can make work seem meaningless 
or even sinister. This is a true challenge for the church that seeks to bless 
and dignify the Monday to Saturday world. Ecclesiastes is a helpful starting 
point, both as an empathetic expression of this meaninglessness, and for its 
eventual conclusion: delight in the daily blessings (food and drink, 3:13), 
and persevere in serving God the Creator (12:1, 13). Christians should be 
helped to go further than this. Through the guidance of the Spirit, dreary 
occupations can be transformed so that they, or the relationship-building 
that they permit, become spiritually-focused activities, such as the fishermen 
whom Jesus called to start “catching people” for the kingdom (Mark 1:17). 
Whatever the job, Christians are called to work honestly and well, knowing 
their performance and attitude serve as a witness to God.

Rest
As a denomination with its roots in northern Europe, Mennonite 
Brethren tend to display what has been called the “Protestant work ethic”: 
industriousness, frugality, and a general reluctance to pause and enjoy 
the fruits of labour. At present, many North American Christians are 
indistinguishable from their non-Christian counterparts in their obsession 
with work at the expense of rest and leisure. While there is truth to the 
proverb that “idle hands are the devil’s workshop,” we miss the blessing of rest 
when we equate idleness with rest and leisure. Scripture reminds us that we 
were created with a need for both work and rest. Never was rest secondary 
to work. Rest and work, when held in proper balance, provide the God-
ordained rhythm of life that is necessary for life in the kingdom of God. In 
his book Margin, the physician Richard Swenson, challenging his readers to 
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a restored balance and margin for stressed lives, says, “it is at Sabbath time 
we suspend dominion work and instead worship the dominion-Maker.”

We want to make sure we have a clear and biblically sound understanding 
of “rest.” Rest is not just inactivity (which might seem a chore to many people). 
Rest is what allows for the renewal of body and spirit, and is therefore something 
uniquely individual. At the same time, the biblical Sabbath laws teach us 
that rest should have a corporate dimension, since the whole household (the 
socio-economic unit of family, workers, livestock) is included in the Sabbath 
command (Exodus 20:10). We suggest that this kind of rest should be visible 
both in our social and spiritual households: our homes and our churches. 

Families have chosen to celebrate Sabbath in different ways, such as in a 
special meal with time set aside for prayer and Scripture reading, or with a 
special family night. (See Carol Brazo, No Ordinary Home, for an inspiring 
window into Christian Sabbath-keeping; Eugene Peterson’s chapter on the 
Sabbath in Working the Angles is also helpful.) Further, we ought to be careful 
that we do not practice the discipline of rest at the expense of the balance of 
our time. It doesn’t work to cram seven days’ worth of work into six, so that 
we can say that we are “taking one day off “ each week. That runs against the 
grain of the biblical concept of rest as a discipline and a sacrifice. Part of the 
blessing of a period of rest is to show us that we are not in control, that we 
are dependent on God and His providence. The ideal Christian life is not a 
hurried life; it is a life where leisure and perspective are an active part of the 
fabric of every day, every hour; not just during one day in seven.

The Meaning of Sabbath
We stand to learn something from a Jewish understanding of the Sabbath. 
In Jewish tradition, the Sabbath rest is seen as a “sensual” time: a time to 
delight, through all the human senses, in the goodness of God’s creation. 
The Sabbath rest gives opportunity for intimacy with God. Jewish tradition 
says that God loudly announced the Ten Commandments to Moses—all 
except the Sabbath command. This one he whispered, because the Sabbath 
is for intimacy with God. Pious Jews will recite from the Song of Solomon 
to welcome the Sabbath, first because Solomon’s poem celebrates the sexual 
intimacy which is the climax of the creation story, and second because the 
Sabbath is seen as a wedding celebration between God and His covenant 
people. This perspective helps us as Christians to understand the sensual 
and life-giving blessing of biblically appointed rest.

Whatever form it takes, whatever activities it includes or excludes, we 
want to make sure that the primary intentions for the Christian’s period of 
rest are upheld: a sacrificial expression of thanksgiving to God and trust in 
God, a time of blessing and peace, an opportunity to delight in the goodness 
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of God’s world. The same holds true for a congregational (or smaller group) 
commitment to observe a Sabbath rest. This kind of rest takes discipline 
and submission to the group consensus as to how it will be observed. As 
the discipline of rest is internalized, the blessings become primary, and the 
Sabbath rest is allowed to have its way with us as God intended: for spiritual, 
emotional, and physical renewal.

The Lord’s Day
There are two main pastoral issues that arise when it comes to the Bible’s 
teaching about the Lord’s day. First, how (and when) should we observe it? 
Second, what is the connection between the biblical teaching of Sabbath rest 
and the Lord’s day? We will be helped if we discuss the second question first.
The biblical Sabbath and the Christian Lord’s day are not to be equated. 
That is, we do not observe the Lord’s day as if it were literally a Christian 
Sabbath. While many Christians may hold to that practice, we must reject 
it as inconsistent with an Anabaptist approach to the Bible (in the same 
way that Anabaptism rejects the notion of baptism as a Christian [infant] 
circumcision, church leaders as the Christian equivalent of Old Testament 
priests, a church building as the counterpart of the Old Testament temple, or 
a Christian nation and its wars as functionally equivalent to Old Testament 
theocratic Israel). The Lord’s day may be the occasion for us to practice 
principles which we derive from the Sabbath, but it is not a Sabbath in the 
Old Testament sense.

What about the “sanctity” of the Sabbath (Genesis 2:3; Exodus 20:11)? 
Are we not in danger of desecrating something which God blessed at the 
beginning of creation? We have to say, first of all, that God’s blessing was 
placed upon the seventh day, not the first, and therefore a strict practice 
of the sanctity of the Sabbath would lead us to observe Saturday (or more 
specifically, Friday sundown to Saturday sundown), as do Jews, Seventh Day 
Adventists, and a few other groups. The actual “sanctity” of the seventh was 
never, scripturally speaking, transferred to a different day. 

But two things changed with Jesus. First, he proclaimed himself to be the 
Lord of the Sabbath, and therefore to have a greater status and authority than 
Sabbath observance itself. Second, he appointed with his resurrection the first 
day of the week as the day on which the New Creation broke into this world 
system. The question of “sanctity” was pressed further at Pentecost, when the 
first believers were “all together in one place” on the first day of the week (Acts 
2:1). The Holy Spirit, who is the source of all divine sanctification, was poured 
out onto a people. Thus God’s blessing and sanctity are now seen above all in a 
sacred people, the messianic community of the Spirit, and not in sacred times 
or places. While the seventh day may still be sacred, the Church is more sacred 
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in God’s eyes. When a church is divided because it cannot agree on whether or 
not a certain activity is “permitted” for a Christian on Sunday, this division is 
more grievous to God than any perceived “breaking” of a Christian Sabbath.
All of this goes to say that we do not look to the Sabbath law as our primary 
source for understanding what the Lord’s day is about. We look to Jesus, the 
power of his resurrection, and the gift of the Spirit. And so we return to our 
original question: How should we observe the Lord’s day?

It is best to celebrate the Lord’s day on the first day of the week, Sunday, 
as has been the practice from the earliest days of the church. To do so is a 
significant theological statement: we say that history matters. Celebrating 
Sunday as the Lord’s day says that we believe that God intervened in history, 
that the transcendent Lord of the universe intersected with this broken planet 
on a particular Sunday morning centuries ago. It says that we are part of an 
unbroken line of descent from another supernatural event, the outpouring 
of the Holy Spirit, which signified the birthing of the true people of God. 
We know from personal experience that we don’t need to observe a friend’s 
birthday on the particular day; but it feels more appropriate to do so. In the 
same way, it is most appropriate to celebrate God’s greatest acts in history 
on the day they really happened.

The New Testament communities of faith assembled on the Lord’s day. It 
was, we may say, a spiritual family gathering, for the purpose of encouraging 
and prompting people “toward love and good deeds” (Hebrews 10:24). Our 
practice of “going to church” derives from this assembling of the saints, and 
thus the church-related gathering is an important part of celebrating the 
Lord’s day. We will want to make sure that our church gatherings do indeed 
reflect the New Testament concerns for what can and ought to happen when 
God’s people gather. (See Article 6, Nature of the Church, and portions on 
worship in the pastoral application of Article 1, God.) 

Alternative Days
For most of us, Sunday provides a good opportunity to practice the discipline 
(and receive the blessing) of biblical rest. Because of this, we have chosen to 
say in our confession that believers limit their labour “to work of necessity 
and deeds of mercy.” For some, however—those who work in “essential 
services” such as health care and public safety, for instance—Sunday rest may 
not be an option. These people ought to be encouraged to find other ways of 
practicing the discipline of rest, and urged to consider ways they can honour 
Jesus (and thus the Lord’s day) through their occupational services. Pastors 
and others who invest heavily in Sunday activities often feel that Sunday 
is definitely not a day of rest. Churches should ensure that their workers 
can practice a biblical rest. Churches should make sure that their pastors, 
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especially, are able to take necessary sabbatical rest (both weekly and longer 
term) in order to maintain a God-honouring and healthy pattern of work.
Some congregations hold their main church gatherings on days other than 
Sunday. How do we evaluate this? First, the New Testament is clear that the 
day is not of primary significance (Romans 14:5-6). Any day can honour 
the Lord. The motive for non-Sunday services is generally given as outreach 
and flexibility. Wise church leadership will, we suggest, distinguish carefully 
between these two motives, because “flexibility” is a two-edged sword that 
can both enhance and cripple a church’s outreach. It will enhance it, of course, 
by allowing more people to come at more convenient times, and often with 
a choice of the kind of church gathering being offered. 

But such flexibility can also cripple a church by masking a possessiveness of 
one’s time. It can permit a major area for discipleship, submitting one’s time-use 
to God, to go untouched. If a midweek gathering is used so that people can 
“get in” their hour or two of church, leaving them free for a weekend at the 
cottage, we would do well to discern what impulses and motivations lie behind 
this. An attitude that says “the weekend is my time” tells us that there are some 
spiritual issues which need addressing, issues of stewardship and submission 
to Jesus. We ought also to be on guard against idolizing the modern gods of 
recreation and sports. Unchecked enthusiasm for sports and recreation can 
weaken commitment to gathering with the family of God.

Some will respond, “But isn’t it better for people to come to a midweek 
gathering than not go at all?” The answer, obviously, is yes. But the healthy 
church will not ignore potential concerns in this area—just as it will not 
ignore the condition of those who might “religiously” attend Sunday morning 
service but live ungodly lives for the rest of the week.

Gifts of Work and Rest
The pattern of work and rest is a gift from God the Creator. Work is part of 
our divine calling or vocation. Rest is a spiritual discipline that needs to be 
recovered. The Lord’s day is best observed as a time for worship, fellowship, 
and service. While legalism can destroy the spirit of biblical Sabbath teaching, 
the divine plan of work and rest is the model for productive and sustainable 
Christian living.
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