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The First Day Of Human History 
A Reflection on “the Seventh Day” in Genesis 2:1–3
By Jacques Doukhan

Genesis 2:1–3 contains the first biblical 
text on the seventh-day Sabbath, which 
is also the first whole day of human  
history, as it comes chronologically at the 
end of the whole event of creation when 

humans are created. This is therefore a foundational 
text for the historical and theological understanding 
of the seventh-day Sabbath for humankind. From the 
analysis of this first text on the seventh-day Sabbath, 
this study will identify various dimensions of the  
seventh-day Sabbath, and thus suggest a theology of 
the seventh-day Sabbath. This discussion will include 
an exploration of the significance of the seventh-day 
Sabbath, first on what this day means in itself: as the 
seventh day, as a creation day, as a historical day, and 
as a different day; and second, on what this day means 
for humans: as a delight day, as an eschatological day, 
and as a worship day. This study will conclude with a 
reflection on the spiritual and practical application 
of the seventh-day Sabbath. Along the way, as far as  
possible, lessons will be drawn on the issue regarding 
the historical connection between the seventh-day  
Sabbath and the preceding six creation days.

Seventh Day

More Than Shabbat

Although this is the foundational text that reports 
the origin of Sabbath, the name shabbat (“Sabbath”), 
which is generally used to designate this day is absent  

in this text. This abnormal absence suggests the in-
tention of the biblical author to clearly distinguish the  
seventh-day Sabbath from the other “feasts of the Lord” 
that are also called “sabbaths” or days of rest (Lev 
23:15, 24, 32, 38). It is indeed significant that in the 
list of the “feasts of the Lord” given in Leviticus 23, the  
seventh-day Sabbath appears outside of the “feasts of 
the Lord,” in a separate place (Lev 23:3). The mention of  
the observance of the seventh-day Sabbath precedes 
the list of the “feasts of the Lord,” which are identified 
as such in its beginning (Lev 23:4) and in its end (Lev 
23:44). The Jewish festivals, or “holy convocations” 
(miqra’), are proclaimed by the people themselves  
(Lev 23:1) and their sanctification depends on the  
Jewish national community, whereas the seventh-day 
Sabbath is proclaimed only by God Himself (Lev 23:2;  
cf. Gen 2:3).1 Whereas the feast days (other Sabbaths)  
are related to the life in nature and are astronomically  
dependent, the seventh-day Sabbath depends only on 
God. From this distinction, nineteenth-century great 
Jewish philosopher Samson Raphael Hirsch concludes 
that the seventh-day Sabbath “is given as the starting 
point and climax of all the holy days.”2 

The Rhythm of Seven

The three-times repetition of the phrase “seventh 
day,” within a rhythm of seven Hebrew words for each 
line shows a literary construction through which the 
author intends to emphasize the importance of the 
“seventh day.” 
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And on the seventh day God ended His work 
which He had done [seven words in Hebrew]
And he rested on the seventh day from all His 
work which He had done [seven words in Hebrew]
Then God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it 
[seven words in Hebrew].

This stress on “seventh” should not be overlooked or 
underestimated. It is intentional to draw the attention  
to important theological lessons. First, this is a literary  
way to emphasize the Sabbath connection with history. 
The Sabbath is not an abstract spiritual truth that may 
be applied to any day. It is essentially the “seventh day” 
(cf. Exod 20:10) It is precisely situated in the chrono-
logical flow of time. The “seventh-day” qualification 
places religion in the flesh of history. Second, the use of  
the ordinal number “seventh” following the preceding 
ordinal numbers (first through sixth) reinforces the 
understanding that the six days of the creation account 
are of the same historical temporality. They are all  
solar days (from sunset to sunset). Third, the phrase  
“seventh day” highlights the non-accidental happening.  
The seventh-day specification time of creation is not 
submitted to whims of chance that are a part of the  
evolutionist paradigm. Fourth, the specification “sev-
enth day” refers to the existential dimension of faith  
in the flesh of human existence, in time. The “seventh 
day” refers to a truth that is not just a dogmatic state-
ment to think about, or to believe in our hearts and 
minds; it is a real and concrete part of the rhythm of 
life, marked precisely on the “seventh” day, with an 
exact point of beginning and end. More, the emphasis 
on this unique day3 rather than on any day—another 
day or all the days—strongly signifies the monotheistic 
character of the biblical religion. That God rested on 
the seventh day expresses the reality of this particular 
God—the unique God with whom we are supposed  
to entertain a personal and unique relationship. 

The Symbolism of Seven 

Among the Hebrew numbers, seven is probably “the 
number most frequently used in connection to sacred 
matters.”4 It is a sacred number often used in various  
ritual and religious contexts (ceremonials, feasts,  
sacrifices, etc.).5 Among the numerous symbolic uses  
of the number seven, “the most comprehensive gen-
eralization that can be made is that seven denotes  
completeness, perfection, consummation.”6 The “sev-
enth day” means, then, that we are in a religious  
context, in a sacred time implying God’s presence  
and involvement. This means that creation is not the 
result of chance; for humans it means worship and 
awe. The “seventh day” means also that God’s creation 
is finished and perfect and does not need to progress. 
That the number seven contains symbolic and spiritual  
references does not mean that it refers to non-real and 
non-historical entities. Prophecy often uses symbolic  

numbers, especially the number seven, in order to  
predict specific events of salvation (Gen 41:26; Jer 
25:11–12; Dan 4:16; 9:25; etc.).

Creation Day

Witness to Creation

The seventh-day section refers explicitly to creation, 
using the same technical verbs expressing God’s act of 
creation (bara’, “create”; ‘asah, “make”), the same object 
of creation (shamayim wa’arets, “heavens and earth”), 
and the same subject of creation (’elohim, “God”).

	 The number seven of the seventh day points also 
to God’s creation in seven days. In fact, the seventh  
day not only refers to the seven days of creation; it  
also, more essentially, refers to the rhythm of seven that  
constitutes the very texture of the event of creation  
itself, as exemplified in the following instances: 

	 Seven days: the creation week has seven days. 
	 Seven words: the first verse has seven Hebrew 

words: (bereshit bara’ ’Elohim et hashamayyim we’et 
ha’arets, “In the beginning God created the heavens 
and the earth”; Gen 1:1). The second verse is likewise 
composed of fourteen (seven times two) words.

	 The keyword bara’ “create” occurs seven times in 
the Genesis creation account.

There are seven refrains: the key phrase wayyar’eh 
’Elohim . . . ki tob (“God saw . . . that it was good”) occurs  
seven times.

The key phrase wayehi ken (“and it was so”) occurs 
seven times.7

This emphatic echo on “seven” between the sev-
enth-day section and the six-day creation account  
suggests an important historical connection between 
the two times of creation: the seventh day and the  
six days share the same historical quality and quantity  
of time. Both the seventh day and the six days are  
historical, and both are evening-evening days. 

Cosmic Significance

The seventh day is linked with Genesis 1:1, the  
introductory verse that refers to the creation of the 
whole universe. Both passages refer to the creation 
of the “heavens and the earth,” an expression that 
is a merismus implying the totality of the universe. 
Also, the two passages are linked through the chiastic  
structure (ABB1A1): 

A. God created		  B. the heavens and 
				    the earth (1:1)

B1. The heavens 	   X	 A1. Which God 
and the earth		  had created (2:1–3)

Note that the introductory line of Genesis 2, “Thus 
the heavens and the earth, and all the host of them were 
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finished” (Gen 2:1), does not belong to the sixth day. 
It is instead the introduction of the paragraph deal-
ing with the seventh day (cf. Exod 20:11). Two clues 
mark the seventh day: (1) this line follows the refrain 
“evening-morning,” which always marks the end of the 
preceding day (see Gen 1:5, 8, 13, etc.). (2) The verbs 
wayekullu (“were finished”) and wayekal (“ended”) 
echo each other, a stylistic way to indicate that they  
belong to the same paragraph. This literary connection 
suggests that the seventh day embraces not only all  
that has been created in the course of the creation 
week—namely, “the earth” (Gen 1:2)—but also the  
creation of the whole universe, including the heavens 
of God that had been created before that week. The  
seventh day contains not only a historical lesson  
reminding us that God created us and our world; it 
also carries a cosmic lesson: this God who created us is 
the same God who created the infinite universe. Thus, 
the Sabbath is not only relevant and meaningful for 
the human earth, which was created in a week’s time; 
it is also significant for the whole universe, because  
it is a reminder that all has been created by God. In  
fact, the word “all” (kol) is repeated three times, just 
as the number seven, in the paragraph on the Sabbath 
(Gen 2:1–3).

   
Historical Day

The historicity of the seventh day in the biblical  
creation account is indicated not only through its name 
(see the section “Seventh Day”), but also expressed 
through grammatical, linguistic, and stylistic features.

Definite Article

The use of the definite article only for yom hashishi  
(“the sixth day,” Gen 1:31) and yom hashebi‘I (“the  
seventh day,” Gen 2:2) reflects the historical character 
of these two days, the only days when humans were 
present. The Hebrew definite article has a demonstra-
tive force pointing out the particular condition which 
is “present to the speaker.”8 These two days are lived by 
the first humans as the first human time, the beginning 
of human history.

Evening-Morning

The absence of the regular phrase wayehi ‘ereb 
wayehi boqer (“so the evening and the morning”) in the 
seventh day does not imply a spiritual timelessness of 
that day “viewed as eternal,”9 but expresses, and even 
highlights, on the contrary, the historical, present, and  
concrete experience of this day, the only whole day 
when humans are present, and experience that his-
torical reality, and therefore the only whole day when  
the mention of “evening-morning” is not necessary. 
Furthermore, we should note that the ordinal number  
“seventh” implies that this day follows chronologically  

the preceding six days and implies that it refers to  
the same unit of time (from evening to evening:  
twenty-four hours) as the preceding six days. 

Genealogy

The section of the seventh day in the creation ac-
count in Genesis 1–2 is immediately followed by the 
line ’eleh toledot hashamayim weha’arets behibaram 
(“this is the genealogy [history] of the heavens and 
earth when they were created,” Gen 2:4a). This phrase 
defines the literary genre (or style) of the entire creation 
account,10 as a genealogy that is in fact a literary way of 
affirming its historical genuineness. Being the last link 
of the genealogy, the seventh day comes as the ultimate 
product of that genealogy and is thus identified as the 
actual, present, historical witness to the historical re-
ality of the Genesis creation account that generated it. 
This intention is also reinforced by its literary unity 
with the other genealogies of the patriarchs Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob, which articulate the rest of the book. 
From a historical-critical perspective Edmond Jacob 
points out,

The same priestly author uses the term toledot 
for the creation of the heavens and the earth 
(Genesis 2:4) as well as for the genealogy of 
the patriarchs and still today the Jews express 
this unity of creation and history by dating 
their calendar from the creation of the world.11

This is why when we separate the creation account 
from the rest of the narratives of the book of Genesis, 
we go against the intention of the biblical text itself, as 
Bernhard W. Anderson warns: 

Often, we detach “creation” from this historical 
context and consider it as a separate “doctrine” 
(which happens usually in discussions of the 
relation between science and religion). But this 
violates the intention of the creation stories. 
They want to speak to us primarily about 
history. Accordingly, the greatest weight must 
be given to the form of these stories: they are 
“historical accounts” and as such, are part of 
the historical narration.12

Ignoring the historical character of the genealogy  
of the creation account or of its last link, the seventh 
day, amounts to questioning the historical character of 
all the other genealogies, and of all their final respective 
links to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph.

Different Day

The seventh day is fundamentally different from 
the other days, an observation that prompted medieval 
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scholars to place the dividing point between chapters 1 
and 2 at precisely this verse. The regular catchphrases 
that appear in the other days (“God said,” “so the eve-
ning and the morning,” and “it was good,”) are absent. 
Even the creation is different. The seventh day has no 
corresponding day in the previous sections of creation, 
as is the case for the other days, where days 1, 2, and 3 
correspond to days 4, 5, and 6. The seventh day stands, 
then, outside the 3 // 3 pattern of the creation week. 

1	 4
2	 5
3	 6
   7

This does not mean that the seventh day belongs  
to another literary context that would be outside of  
creation, implying another order of time and space. The 
seventh-day Sabbath also is a part of God’s creation.  
The Sabbath is not of human or cultural Hebrew/Jewish 
origin. It rather has “supra-human authority”13 (contra 
the historical-critical explanation of Sabbath).14 This 
means that this day is still an inherent part of creation, 
but that it is the counterpoint to the works of creation, 
implying a special connection with each of the other  
days of creation (see Gen 2:3 and the section in the  
present study, “God Sanctified”). 

Delight Day

A Supplement

The coming of the seventh-day Sabbath follows 
immediately God’s evaluation that “everything He had 
made . . . it was very good” (Gen 1:31). So far, the qual-
ifying statement that marked God’s daily work of cre-
ation was only “it was good,” which appears six times 
(Gen 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25). The fact that the phrase 
“very good” is the seventh occurrence suggests its as-
sociation with the seventh day. The addition of me’od 
(“very”) implies the idea of totality, for kol (“all”) is  
now included, and therefore concerns the Sabbath, 
which is precisely the day that concerns the “all” (see 
the section “Eschatological Day”), and which is the 
“seventh day” implying completeness (see the section 
“Seventh Day”). But the Hebrew word me’od (“very”) 
refers to more than a “complete” quantity. This word 
refers essentially to a non-quantifying qualification;  
it is used to characterize the unique relationship of  
love with God: “you shall love the Lord your God . . . 
with all your might [me’od]” (Deut 6:5). This is a qual-
ity that cannot be quantified, and expresses rather “an 
intensity of inwardness . . . the desire to describe the 
engagement of a person’s whole personality.”15 This 
additional qualification16 suggests that there is some-
thing so precious in the seventh-day Sabbath that only 
a wordless intensity of emotion could somehow evoke 
it—just as poetry, music, or even silence could do. 

What this day contains is beyond the tob (the “good,” 
the “right,” and the “needed”); something that pertains 
to God’s grace and generosity (see the section “God’s 
Rest”). David refers to that supplement when he says, 
“My cup runs over” (Ps 23:5), an experience that he 
qualifies as tob wakhesed (“goodness and mercy,” Ps 
23:6). This extraordinary grace does not exist by itself; 
it comes from God. 

A Gift

The Hebrew verb natan (“give”) is used in the 
creation account on the fourth day to refer to God’s  
first gift of time, the day and the night (Gen 1:17),  
and on the sixth day for the gift of food (Gen 1:29). The 
first human experience of God’s grace took place on 
the seventh day, the Sabbath, that the “Lord has given” 
(Exod 16:29; Ezek 20:12). Furthermore, the association 
of the first human experience of time on the seventh 
day with God’s first gift of the food should make us 
aware of the importance of the dimension of celebra-
tion and enjoyment of God’s gift of the food on the  
seventh-day Sabbath. It is a day that celebrates God’s 
creation and God’s gift of the food. This is why fasting  
on Sabbath, the day that celebrates God’s gift of the 
food, is an inappropriate tradition that was encouraged 
by some Gnostics like Marcion and some church fathers  
who encouraged the early Christians to fast during the 
seventh-day Sabbath to manifest their rejection of the 
seventh-day Sabbath.17

Note that the historical experience of extra intense 
enjoyment lived on that day does not mean that the 
seventh day refers to a reality that is different from  
the creation that is lived on the other week days. The 
“delight” experienced in this day does not take us out  
of the earthly reality; on the contrary, it causes us “to 
ride on the high hills of the earth” (Isa 58:14). The  
seventh day’s reference to creation is more intense, 
more “historical,” than what is contained in the other 
days of the week. On this day, creation is supposed to 
be more real than on any other day.

                                                                                                                                                 
Eschatological Day

The Sabbath is a day of hope because it is a time  
that promises the end of evil, and because it is a time 
that evokes the lost garden of Eden.

Time of End

Coming at the end of the week, the seventh-day 
Sabbath is the first eschaton of human history. This 
weekly eschaton points to the ultimate eschaton, the 
end of human history with all its load of pain and evil. 
The eschatological quality of the Sabbath is rendered 
through the emphatic repetition of the verb kalah  
(“finish,” Gen 2:1–2), which implies the total end of  
suffering when “God will wipe away every tear from 
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their eyes; there shall be no more death, nor sorrow, 
nor crying; and there shall be no more pain, for the  
former things have passed away” (Rev 21:4; cf. Isa 
25:8). From the point of view of the weekday, the 
time of the Sabbath is a time that God’s creation longs 
for: “the whole creation groans and labors with birth  
pangs together until now” (Rom 8:22).

Time of Nostalgia

The Sabbath is also a time pointing back to the far 
past. It contains the remembrance of the first Sabbath 
when humans were totally happy in the perfect garden  
of Eden with the tree of life and when God was  
actually present. This idea is in fact implied in the 
fourth commandment of the Decalogue, which urges 
us to “remember the Sabbath day” (Exod 20:8). The 
call to remember does not just concern the fourth  
commandment; since much of the terminology of 
the commandment echoes the seventh-day section in  
Genesis 2:1–3, it is also more directly a reference to the 
first day of human history, the seventh day of creation 
in Genesis 2:1–3.

 
Time of Salvation

The “end” of the week on the beginning of Sabbath 
reminds that the process of salvation requires the cos-
mic event of creating a new heaven and new earth, 
which necessarily implies the end of this one (Isa 65:17; 
Rev 21:1). It is noteworthy that the phrase “finished the 
work” that characterizes the time of the seventh-day 
Sabbath (see the section “God ‘Ended’ on the Seventh 
Day”) is found again at the end of the seven stages of 
building the sanctuary in the desert (Exod 40:33) and 
at the end of the seven years of building Solomon’s 
temple (1 Kgs 6: 38; 7:51). The sanctuary-temple is 
thus identified with God’s creation of the world (cf. Ps 
78:69). As Levenson points out, the construction of the 
temple is presented as a parallel to the construction of 
the world,18 a significant hint at the cosmic process of 
salvation.

Worship Day

The seventh-day Sabbath is essentially a time and 
an act of worship: historically, because it is the time 
that responded to the event of creation, as reported 
in Genesis 2:1–3, and theologically, because the act 
of worshipping the divine Creator is the natural and  
logical response to God’s act of creation, as affirmed  
in the Bible in general and in the Psalms in particular.  

Sabbath Response to Creation

That Sabbath responds to creation is indicated in 
the creation account through three facts. First, the  
seventh-day Sabbath section (Gen 2:1–3) follows  

immediately the six days of creation (Gen 1:1–31). Sec-
ond, the Sabbath text echoes the creation text (rhythm  
of seven, parallels, linguistic links; see the sections 
“Time of Salvation” and “Day of Creation”). Third, the 
biblical text reports the Sabbath as a historical event  
that responds to God’s works of creation as a time of 
“rest.” Note that Sabbath worship is the response to 
God’s creation act in history. It is not the other way 
around, as some have suggested, arguing that the  
cult, the practice of worship, brings forth the idea of  
creation.19 

Worship Response to Creation

In the Bible in general and in the Psalms in par-
ticular, creation is always given as the essential reason 
for worship.20 It is because “it is He who has made us 
and not we ourselves” (Ps 100:2–3); because “He is  
our Maker” (Ps 95:6); because we have been created,  
designed, for worship (Ps 102:18); but also because  
God created the universe (Ps 95:1–5; Neh 9:5–6; 
Rev 14:7). Note that the technical word for worship, 
hishtakhaweh (“prostrate,” “worship”), which occur  
fifteen times in the Hebrew Bible, is ten times directly  
related to creation and five times indirectly in the  
context of the sanctuary, the place of worship that  
symbolizes creation (Ps 78:69).

The Four Paradoxes of Sabbath:  
Spiritual and Practical Applications

God’s actions on the seventh day are recorded in 
four verbs that appear in two parallel lines. The first 
two verbs in the first line describe what God did on this 
day: “God ended” and “God rested.” The next two verbs 
in the second line describe what God did to this day: 
“God blessed” and “God sanctified.” These four verbs 
confront us with four paradoxes that carry important 
lessons about the spiritual life and the practice of the 
Sabbath.

 
God “Ended” on the Seventh Day

God has just evaluated His creation as “very good” 
at the end of the sixth day (Gen 1:31). The compre-
hensiveness of this end is expressed through the verb 
kalah (“finished,” Gen 2:1), using for the first time 
the passive form, a way to emphasize that the goal of  
creation has finally been reached.21 And yet, the  
completion of creation really occurs on the seventh 
day, and the word kalah (“finish”) is repeated, but  
this time with God as the subject (Gen 2:2)—as if God  
invested Himself personally at this stage. For the first 
time the word mela’kah (“work”), which refers to skilled 
work of the finished product, is used and repeated  
three times, in echo to the phrase “seventh day.” This 
paradox (apparent contradiction) means that with-
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out the seventh-day Sabbath, this moment of grace 
and faith in the God who works for us and completes 
our deficiency (see the section “God ‘Rested’ on the  
Seventh Day”), our work will never be complete, will 
never succeed. This also suggests a philosophy of work:  
since the fruit of our work depends on God, we should 
not worry and be stressed, or maneuver politically  
and unethically, in order to reach the final product, as 
holy and important as this goal may be.

God “Rested” on the Seventh Day

However, God does not need to rest (Ps 121:4; Isa 
40:28). Only humans need to rest. The lesson of this 
paradox is twofold, depending on whether this applies 
to God or to man. On God’s level, this means God’s 
move to the needy human sphere, as if God becomes 
incarnated into human flesh. The divine rest becomes 
the human rest; God’s rest is thus shared with humans 
who are invited to enter His rest (Matt 11:28–29; Heb 
3:18; 4:1–11). The seventh-day Sabbath is thus the 
manifestation of “God with us” (Immanuel), the only 
human time of the creation week when God rests to 
make Himself available to humans. On man’s level, the 
rest of the seventh-day Sabbath means that humans 
rest from a work they did not do. Humans did not need  
nor deserve to rest, since they did not work during the 
creation week; God worked for them while they were 
still absent. The Sabbath is in that sense the affirmation 
of the theology of righteousness by faith. We are saved 
by God’s work for us and not by our own works for God 
(Gen 15:3; Rom 4:3; 8:3; Eph 2:8–9; Gal 2:16).

God “Blessed” the Seventh Day

The word barak (“bless”) implies fruitfulness and 
a successful future (Gen 1:22, 28). And yet, this is the 
only day of no work and no production, while the other 
days, which are days of work and production, are not 
blessed. We can learn from this paradox that success 
and production depend more on God than on our own 
work. Faith is an important component in the success 
of our effort. Besides the belief in the miracle that God 
will do what we are incapable of doing, the rational  
explanation for this wonder resides in the efficiency of  
a healthy, stressless approach to work. Also, placing  
our work in the divine perspective of eternity will  
provide the wisdom and the ethic that will give future 
to our human limited effort. 

God “Sanctified” the Seventh Day

This is the first time that the word qadash (“sanc-
tify”) is used in the Bible. As David Shapiro notes,  
“holiness . . . makes its entrance into the world through 
the Sabbath.”22 With the seventh day, we move from  
the sphere of things to the sphere of time, 23 from the 
appreciation of the “what,” the object of creation which 

was qualified as tob (“good,” “beautiful,” and “useful”) 
to the experience of the sanctification (qadash) of the 
“when,” the time which is bound with its content—that 
is, life.24 To say that a time is “holy” means that during 
this moment of life, our life is holy, we are holy. This 
is why the qualifying qadosh “holy” is an attribute of 
God (Lev 21:8) who is called “the holy one” (Ps 71:22; 
Isa 6:3) or to the people (Exod 19:6) whom God “made 
holy, “sanctified” (Piel form, expressing causation25), 
meaning to set apart, to consecrate, “to surrender to  
God as a possession.”26 What makes the Sabbath a  
paradox is the fact that by being holy, set apart, it  
relates to the other days and makes the other days holy. 
Thus, the seventh day, which is the only day that is  
separated and different from the other days,27 is also  
the only day that has an impact on the other days, 
and also the only day on which the other days have an  
impact. Practically, this means a two-way current of 
holiness. In one direction, the Sabbath brings holiness  
into our weekdays; it has an educational function in 
the sanctification of our life. In the other direction,  
the weekdays prepare and anticipate the forthcoming 
Sabbath day. In other words, the holiness of the life of 
the people on the Sabbath depends on the holiness of  
the life of the people during the weekdays; conversely,  
the significance of the weekdays depends on the  
holiness of the Sabbath. Another implication of this 
understanding is the other paradox concerning rela-
tionship: the holiness that separates is also the holiness 
that relates (with humans and with God). Holiness  
separates for relationship. As Milgrom puts it, “holiness  
means not only ‘separation from’ but ‘separation to.’” 
Hence the emphasis on social justice and the family 
bond in connection to the Sabbath (Exod 19:3; 20:10).

 
Conclusion

Genesis 2:1–3, which concludes the creation ac-
count with the seventh-day Sabbath, the first day of 
human history, contains many important, rich, and 
profound truths that are worth being meditated upon. 
The seventh-day Sabbath is not just a dogmatic truth 
to be believed and observed. The seventh-day Sabbath is 
more than about the right day to be kept. Because it is 
the seventh day (and not another one), it is a day that is 
full of special meaning. This is the day that takes us out 
of the worry of this busy and broken world. This is the 
day that makes us hope, the day that gives us a foretaste 
of the kingdom of peace, life, and love, the kingdom 
of God’s presence. This is the day of worship, not as a 
cultural affirmation or of self-promotion, but as a move 
towards Him, to worship Him, a day of holiness. This is 
a day of separation, a different day. But this is also the 
day that connects us with time, with history, with life, 
with humanity, with the concrete beauty and taste of 
God’s creation, and with our unique and personal God, 
the day of “God with us.” This is the day when the grace 
of God through His gifts is proclaimed and enjoyed.
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Genesis 2:1–3 highlights the historical connection 
between the seventh-day Sabbath and the six-day cre-
ation. The seventh day comes chronologically after the 
six days, and thus belongs to the same event of God’s 
act of creation in six days. This is also the only day of 
the creation account, and the first day of human histo-
ry, when humans are present and witness to their first 
sunset and their first sunrise. The seventh-day Sabbath 
is thus situated at the hinge between the past event 
of creation and the forthcoming human history, and  
belongs to both slices of history. The seventh-day  
Sabbath has the twofold function of witnessing the  
historicity of the past event of creation and also of 
starting the human history. It belongs to both of them. 
Questioning the historical substance of the event of  
the six days of creation would therefore amount to 
questioning the historical substance of the seventh day. 

In fact, the seventh-day Sabbath is the actual tangible 
and experiential evidence of the historical reality of  
the six days of creation. To observe the seventh-day 
Sabbath while dismissing the historicity of creation 
that it proclaims and to which it belongs is therefore 
not only a contempt of the biblical testimony, but also 
simply from the logical point of view blatant nonsense.

Jacques B. Doukhan
Professor of Hebrew 
and Old Testament 
Exegesis, Emeritus
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A Moral Fall of a Pastor
A Statement of the Biblical Research Institute Ethics Committee (BRIEC)

There are many sad stories in this fallen 
world in which we live. One among them, 
especially sobering from the perspective of 
God’s people, is the moral fall of a pastor, 
a leader of Jesus’ “flock” (John 10:16), and  

a person with a specific divine calling.

1. What Is a Moral Fall?—Definition

Typically, the moral fall of a pastor is associated 
with an extramarital affair. However, ethical behav-
ior is not limited to sexual morality, although this is  
an important part of it. Here is a suggested definition  
of a moral fall: a moral fall is broadly defined as  
behavior and/or actions which are (1) a serious offense  
to God’s will and His commandments as revealed in  
Scripture; (2) a severe violation of the rights, the 
well-being, the security, and trust of other people;  
and (3) a misdemeanor or crime.

Problematic moral behavior may happen on a  
large level such as on the state and government level,  
in various societies, and in business organizations. It  
may occur in the personal and interpersonal sphere 
—for example, among individuals and in families.  
Being in conflict with and opposed to biblical  
mandates and laws—among them the supreme love  
commandment (Mark 12:29–30) and Jesus’ golden  
rule (Matt 7:12)—as well as various biblical princi-
ples (e.g., covenant-faithfulness, stewardship), such  
behavior may manifest itself, among others, in:

•	 financial irregularities (e.g., fraud, theft, 
corruption, bribery, false information to the 
detriment of people depending on it, etc.), 

•	 offenses in the area of human freedom 
and human rights (e.g., human trafficking,  
various forms of abuse including modern 
practices of slavery, murder, destruction of 
people’s reputation, oppression, etc.), and

•	 sexual violations (e.g., sexual abuse of chil-
dren or spouse, rape, incest, a homosexual 
lifestyle, adultery, polygamy, etc.).

A pastor’s moral problems may be of a non-sexual 
nature; they may also be found in the area of sexuality. 
This statement will limit itself to sexual issues.

2. Why Do Moral Falls of Pastors Happen?

A variety of reasons may lead to a moral fall. One  
is poor judgment. Sometimes a pastor is seen as a  
perfect person who is desired as a partner by persons  
whose own marriage does not work well or by singles.  
Advances may be made. If the pastor does not take  
precautions and limits visits to certain places and 
times, a romantic affair may ensue. Extended ministry 
—for example, too many counseling sessions—to  
members of the opposite sex may have the same effect. 

Hunger for power may be another reason for sexual  
adventures that may provide the allusion one is in  
control.
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Constantly giving without receiving empties the 
“spiritual batteries,” and time may not be taken to  
recharge them, which makes a pastor more vulnera-
ble to temptations. The pastor may be overworked or  
may be a workaholic and at times seek diversion 
and relaxation in various media, in pornography, or  
cybersex, which typically lowers sensibility and sets 
him/her up for various kinds of sexual misconduct. 
This may be aggravated through his/her own marital 
problems and loneliness.

When after all a moral fall occurs, rationalizations 
may be used to justify one’s behavior. God’s law may  
be bent or declared non-applicable to suit one’s own 
lifestyle. If an affair or another violation of God’s  
standard goes on for a while, the pastor may slip into 
a lifestyle of immorality, sexual addiction, and even 
predatory behavior.

While some of these reasons make it more un-
derstandable why things happen, at the end there are  
no real excuses. However, there may be a difference 
between a pastor who voluntarily confesses his/her 
sin not only to God, but also to his/her spouse and to 
church administration while the issue is not yet open 
knowledge, and a pastor who tries to hide his/her  
actions only for them to become public anyway.1

3. Possible Negative Effects of a Moral Fall

As stated above, sexual issues causing a moral fall 
of a pastor are not only adultery but also rape, sexual 
abuse of children and spouse, homosexual behavior, 
incest, bestiality, and others. Typically, sexual mis- 
conduct and unfaithfulness, especially when they  
become public, have serious and devastating effects  
on the spouse, children, the larger family, church  
members, the church at large, society, and also the  
fallen pastor. The detrimental impact of such sinful  
behavior creates harm in any case. This may be emo-
tional, mental, spiritual, physical, and social harm and 
may be long-lasting.

Negative effects include a higher risk to attract  
sexually transmitted diseases and increased poten-
tial to marital distress along with blaming, divorce,  
depression, anxiety, shame, humiliation, confusion  
and suicidal thoughts. Self-esteem, productivity, and 
creativity may be decreased, and trust may be lost.

The situation can also lead to domestic violence,  
increased poverty, and the loss of connections to 
friends and social networks. Adultery may trigger an 
unwanted pregnancy with further complications and 
moral challenges (e.g., the question of whether an  
abortion should be performed). Marital infidelity  
may affect church attendance negatively and may 
weaken the affected people’s relationship with God.  
The fallen pastor’s negative role model (cf. Phil 3:17;  
1 Tim 4:12) has the potential to cause grown-up chil-
dren and church members to imitate such behavior, 
either deliberately or inadvertently, and later justify it. 

Finally, the church’s witness and her influence on 
society and other religious groups may be reduced or 
eclipsed, especially in secular environments in which 
pastors’ shortcomings regularly appear in the news  
and jeopardize the church’s name and Christianity’s 
reputation.

4. The Resulting Responsibility of the Church

In all this turmoil, the sacredness of marriage as a 
divine institution must not be forgotten. Therefore, in 
the case of a moral fall as defined above, neither the 
local church nor the pastor’s employing organization 
can look the other way and avoid the problem. They 
must get involved (Matt 18:15–19; 1 Cor 5:1–6) for 
the sake of the fallen brother/sister and even more so 
for the sake of all who have been affected and have  
become victims. This is Jesus’ mandate and an expres-
sion of the church’s love and care. 

The victims have priority; but the goal of any  
intervention should also be to help the respective  
pastor. There are at least two areas in which the pastor 
is affected by the moral fall: (1) His/her spiritual life  
in endangered, and he/she needs help to recover a  
true relationship with God. A moral fall of a pastor is 
a severe spirituality issue, a grave spiritual failure. (2) 
His/her ministerial career is affected; the employing  
institution has to release him/her from his/her  
pastoral duties. The first issue has priority because it  
may affect eternal life. The church must help the fallen  
pastor to see the issue from a biblical perspective, to  
repent of his/her sins, separate from them, find peace  
with God and wholeness again, and work on broken 
relationships with the aim to restore them if possible.

Even more so, the church must care for the pas-
tor’s spouse and family, especially if the pastor does 
not show insight, and a change of attitude is not 
achieved. They are the immediate victims but are  
often forgotten or neglected. The pastor’s family may 
need counseling, caring friends and a support system,  
financial help from the church organization for a  
while, etc. In other words, the approach to the situation 
should be redemptive.

If the pastor does not repent and does not stop  
evil behavior, if all attempts to help him/her have  
been fruitless and unsatisfactory, and he/she continues  
to live in such sin, church discipline needs to be  
considered and executed. It is a kind of last resort of 
the church to call out to the pastor to make things  
right with God and others. If the pastor changes  
behavior and sets things right, the fellowship with  
believers may be restored.

5. Forgiveness Is Possible

So, not only is repentance possible, but also for- 
giveness. Jesus is in the business of forgiving sins,  
saving people, and changing them (Acts 5:31; 10:43; 
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Eph 1:7; Col 1:13–14; 2 Cor 5:17). The paralytic was 
told, “Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven” 
(Matt 9:2). The sinful woman who anointed Jesus’ feet  
experienced forgiveness of sins (Luke 7:37–38, 47–48). 
Jesus did not condemn the woman caught in adultery 
but called her to sin no more (John 8:11). We may 
pray, “Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven 
our debtors” (Matt 6:12) and rejoice in the promise:  
“If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive  
us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteous- 
ness” (1 John 1:9). But forgiveness does not happen  
automatically, independent of the attitude of the  
sinner, nor can it be taken lightly. “Have mercy on 
me, O God .  .  . blot out my transgressions. Wash me  
thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from 
my sin! For I know my transgressions, and my sin is 
ever before me. Purge me .  .  . wash me” (Ps 51:1–3). 
And while we have the promise of forgiveness, strictly 
speaking, we do not have the right to be forgiven. It is 
God’s grace.

	 Forgiveness has not only a divine but also a hu-
man dimension. While the victims of our sins are 
challenged, “If your brother .  .  . repents, forgive him,  
and if he sins against you seven times in the day, and 
turns to you seven times, saying, ‘I repent,’ you must 
forgive him” (Luke 17:3), the perpetrator does not have 
the right to demand forgiveness. Some victims may  
not even manage to forgive and rise above the evil  
experienced. Relationships may be ruined for life.

	 Forgiveness does not undo evil and erase it from 
the memory of the victim. While forgiveness may be 
experienced, in many cases, the effects of the sin may 
still be with the sinner and the victims. David lost the 
first child he had with Bathsheba (2 Sam 12:15–16). He 
had to suffer from a dysfunctional family, which no  
longer respected him, and from civil war among others 
(2 Sam 13–20). For instance, a pastor still has to take  
care of his/her illegitimate child. If he/she has abused  
a child, imprisonment may be the consequence. 

	 Fortunately, forgiveness and peace with God  
are possible, although they may not solve all the  
problems. So, what about the restoration of pastoral 
privileges and duties?

6. The Special Case of a Pastor

A. Spiritual Leaders in Old Testament and New 
Testament
Pastors are only mentioned once in the New  

Testament (Eph 4:11; pastor-teachers) and seem to 
be a special group of elders. The question of whether  
a pastor or spiritual leader can be restored to his/her 
office after a sexual fall is not directly discussed in 
Scripture. But Scripture does not leave us completely  
in the dark in this case. For instance, the New Tes-
tament indicates that leaders such as teachers have  
higher responsibilities than other believers, especially  
as they speak and proclaim the gospel with their  

tongue, which is very difficult to control (Jas 3:1; see 
also Luke 12:48). Also, their lives must be congruent 
with their teaching. “Greater responsibility brings 
greater judgment.”2

The Bible contains some narratives dealing with 
leadership and moral issues as well as the question of 
restoration or non-restoration. There were other than 
sexual cases in which people could keep their office 
or were restored to it: for instance, Gentiles such as 
Nebuchadnezzar (Dan 4:34–36) and Herod Antipas 
(Matt 14:3–4), as well as believers such as Aaron after 
the issue with the golden calf and his rebellion against 
Moses (Exod 32; Num 12) and Peter after disowning  
Jesus (John 21:15–22). Furthermore, not only did  
Peter fail, but so did all twelve disciples. These were  
to become the prime leaders of the church, but Jesus  
was still physically present, and their extended res- 
ponsibilities may have begun only with Jesus’  
ascension. On the other hand, ten of the twelve spies, 
leaders sent out by Moses to explore the promised  
land, died by a plague and were not restored to their 
responsibilities (Num 13:1–2; 14:37–38). 

Obviously, sexual issues are somewhat different 
from other transgressions. Paul indicates that sexual  
immorality is a category of sin by itself. It involves 
the totality of the human being, and its results are  
extremely far-reaching by even destroying the union 
with Christ (1 Cor 6:18).3

According to the Old Testament, Samson was in-
volved in immoral sexual behavior that led to his  
death (Judg 14–16). It was a time when “there was no 
king in Israel: every man did that which was right in 
his own eyes” (Judg 21:25). While David, not directly 
being a spiritual leader, was able to continue as king  
after his adultery with Bathsheba—however, under 
great distress and with his life falling apart—the sons 
of the high priest Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, did not 
survive their sexual escapades. “Now Eli was very old; 
and he heard all that his sons did unto all Israel, and 
how that they lay with the women that did service 
at the door of the tent of meeting. And he said unto 
them, ‘ . . . Nay, my sons; for it is no good report that I  
hear: ye make Jehovah’s people to transgress’” (1 Sam 
2:22–24). The prediction that they would die on one 
and the same day came true (1 Sam 2:34; 4:11). These 
narratives are descriptive and not prescriptive, but  
still enlightening.

The New Testament does not contain a record on 
spiritual leaders of the early church being involved in 
sexual immorality. Therefore, the issue of restoration 
does not come up directly. However, the help one gets 
on this subject may be found in the lists of qualifica-
tions for bishops/elders in 1 Timothy 3:2 and Titus  
1:5–6: The bishop/elder must be “husband of one  
wife.” Obviously, this refers to marital faithfulness.  
It would exclude from the office of elder persons who 
have not been or who are not faithful. This text also  
confronts pastors today. Since “the teacher has the  
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possibility of greater damage and claims to have a  
more perfect understanding of doctrine and ethics,”4 
his/her negative influence is more detrimental than 
that of others.

B. Personal Ethics and Professional Ethics
The issue of a moral fall of a pastor has also a  

larger ethical perspective. Pastors are not only church 
members like all others, but are at the same time pro-
fessionals such as physicians and medical personnel, 
lawyers, accountants, and other licensed professions. 
Not only personal ethics but also professional ethics 
apply to these groups. This fact may coincide with the 
New Testament emphasis on teachers having greater  
responsibilities and having to undergo greater scrutiny.  
Professionals have obligations and privileges that other  
people do not have to the same extent. For instance, 
pastors have the duty to keep information secret that  
was entrusted to them under the provision of confi- 
dentiality, and they have the right to do so even in 
court—at least in some countries.

A moral fall affects professionals not only privately,  
but also in their professional career. Their license may  
be withdrawn permanently—for example, in the case 
of an accountant involved in monetary embezzlement. 
They have broken the code of ethics of their profes-
sion and can no longer be trusted. This is also true for  
pastors. A moral fall brings a fundamental dishonor  
on the ministerial profession. In addition, who knows 
if a person once involved in sexual immorality and  
having become a menace to others will not fall back 
into previous behavior if restored to the original  
position. “No one can be certain how much damage  
has been or is being done, nor how long and how  
complete the recovery will be.”5

Thus, the issue is that while a pastor after repen-
tance may be restored as church member, this does  
not mean he/she can maintain his/her professional  
status or be restored to it immediately, after a period 
of time, or at all. Personal forgiveness and professional  
restoration are two different issues, which are not  
necessarily connected.

C. The Problem With Sexual Misconduct in 
Society and Church
Several societies have become quite strict on sexual  

misconduct. While in some of them homosexual con-
duct and incest among consenting adults are more or  
less legalized, sex with minors and sexual abuse are  
criminal offenses. Sexual abuse of children must be  
reported to the authorities in the United States.  
Sexual assault and harassment are reportable and may 
lead to lawsuits. Greater publicity of sexual assault has  
come, for instance, through the #MeToo Movement  
as a social justice movement against sexual abuse and  
harassment. It has empowered people to publicize  
their allegations of sexual assaults and has led to  
court cases for offenses dating back even decades. In 
the meantime, there is also a #ChurchToo movement 

that led to the resignation of pastors.  “Many have  
argued that the current issue of reported child sexual  
abuse in the Catholic church  is one of the biggest  
crises in the church's history.”6

Thus, even if the church would lay aside all  
biblical and ethical concerns, restoring a fallen pastor  
through keeping the person in his/her position or  
rehiring him/her could, due to the public sexual abuse 
debate, still become a major problem for the pastor  
and for church administration, especially if years later  
a lawsuit would ensue. Even if a pastor would not  
be sued for child molestation or being involved with 
child pornography, it may still be possible to argue  
that his/her sexual involvement with a person of 
the other sex was possible due to his/her position of  
power. This would make adultery a form of sexual 
assault and abuse. A worst-case scenario would be if 
sexual immorality would be repeated, and the pastor 
would exhibit predatory behavior. Also, it may not  
be wise to make a major difference between child  
abuse, sex with minors, and other forms of sexual  
immorality such as adultery, incest, and homosexual  
conduct, some being punished by authorities even  
with imprisonment. All of them are sinful and some  
are very much under the scrutiny of society these  
days with legal implication ensuing.

While the church has the option to keep a pastor 
who has experienced a moral fall or assign to him/her 
other work than pastoral responsibilities, the safest  
course and probably the wisest is to terminate the  
fallen pastor permanently and help his/her family and  
him/her to recover spiritually with the possibility that  
the local church may use his/her voluntary service in 
areas of no concern.7 This is also the position of the 
World Church as found in the General Conference 
Working Policy.8

7. Implications

With a moral fall, the issue is typically open sin,  
not sin hidden to the public. The church does not  
police its workforce but needs to put in place—and has 
at least partially done so—and adhere to a clear code  
of ethics to be accepted by all employees with stipula- 
tions of what will happen in the case of a violation.

In order to avoid as much as possible moral falls 
among pastors, it should be mandatory for educational  
institutions, which train future pastors, to address this 
problem and teach students how to set boundaries.

Students need help to develop a biblical worldview  
that does not focus on deserving what a person needs 
—for example, “I take from another person what I do  
not get from my spouse”—but on God’s good will for  
us and our relationship with Him. Not ignoring our 
needs, Jesus still highlighted that it is more blessed  
to give than to receive (Acts 20:35). Moral falls are 
deep spiritual crises, as seen in Joseph’s refusal to get 
involved in sexual sin: “How then can I do this great 
wickedness and sin against God?” (Gen 39:9).
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be especially careful to exhibit the fruit of that faith by the way we live. 
Our greater knowledge brings with it a greater responsibility to live 
according to that knowledge.”
5	 Miroslav Kiš, “Dealing With a Fallen Pastor?,” Ministry Magazine, 
January 2005, https://www.ministrymagazine.org/archive/2005/01/
dealing-with-a-fallen-pastor.html, the seventh of eight articles on 
pastoral sexual misconduct.
6	 Wikipedia, s.v. “MeToo Movement,” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
MeToo_movement (accessed January 19, 2022). Geir Moulson, 
“Retired Pope Benedict XVI Faulted Over Abuse Cases When He 
Was in Germany,” Huffington Post, January 20, 2022, https://www.
huffpost.com/entry/ap-eu-germany-church-abuse_n_61e94f73e4b-
0c6802ef0bb7f (accessed January 20, 2022), reports, “A long-awaited 
report on sexual abuse in Germany’s Munich diocese on Thursday 
faulted retired Pope Benedict XVI’s handling of four cases when he 
was archbishop in the 1970s and 1980s. . . . ‘In a total of four cases, we 

came to the conclusion that the then-archbishop, Cardinal Ratzinger, 
can be accused of misconduct,’ said one of the reports’ authors, Martin 
Pusch. Two of those cases . . . involved perpetrators who offended while 
he was in office and were punished by the judicial system but were kept 
in pastoral work without express limits on what they were allowed 
to do. . . . In a third case, a cleric who had been convicted by a court 
outside Germany was put into service in the Munich archdiocese and 
the circumstances speak for Ratzinger having known of the priest’s 
previous history. . . . When the church abuse scandal first flared in 
Germany in 2010, attention swirled around another case: that of a 
suspected pedophile priest whose transfer to Munich to undergo 
therapy was approved under Ratzinger in 1980. The prelate was allowed 
to resume pastoral work, a decision that the church said was made by a 
lower-ranking official without consulting the archbishop. In 1986, the 
priest received a suspended sentence for molesting a boy” (emphasis 
supplied).
7 	If true repentance has become evident, it may be at the local church’s 
discretion to elect a terminated pastor to voluntary leadership positions 
after a number of years, if there is not serious resistance on the part of 
her members.
8	Working Policy of the General Conference of Seventh-Day Adventists, 
2019–2020 ed. (Nampa, ID: Pacific Press, 2019), 487–488: “A min-
ister who experiences a moral fall or apostatizes has made void his 
ordination. . . . A licensed minister who experiences a moral fall or 
apostatizes shall be ineligible for future ordination or employment as a 
Seventh-day Adventist minister. . . . It is recognized that a minister who 
has experienced a moral fall, has apostatized, or has been disciplined 
for any other reason listed in L 60 20 above, has access to the mercy 
and pardoning grace of God and may desire to return to the Church. 
Such an individual must be assured of the love and goodwill of his/her 
fellow believers. However, for the sake of the good name of the Church 
and the maintaining of moral standards, he/she must plan to devote 
his/her life to employment other than that of the gospel ministry, the 
teaching ministry, or denominational leadership.” See also Seventh-day 
Adventist Minister’s Handbook (Silver Spring, MD: General Conference 
of Seventh-day Adventists, Ministerial Association, 2009), 43–45.

The church needs to have a procedure of how to  
deal with moral falls of pastors that applies to all, no 
matter if they are local pastors, theology teachers,  
departmental leaders, or administrators.

The church may also want to consider establishing  
a worldwide process of how to serve and help those  
affected by a moral fall of a pastor.

Church administration is encouraged to have  
regular seminars for pastoral workers on sexual mis-
conduct and moral falls and/or have presentations  
on the issue during workers’ meetings once a year.

It is better to address the topic of sexual tempta-
tion and misconduct regularly and attempt to prevent  
difficult cases than have to lay off ministerial workers.

Conclusion

The moral fall of a pastor is an enormous tragedy  
for himself/herself, the pastoral family, and the church. 

It creates pain, anger, despair and has other manifold  
effects on the pastor and others. Yet, the pastor does 
not need to be seen as a victim because humans have  
a choice of what they think, occupy themselves with,  
and do. Nevertheless, in addition to his/her family  
and the church he/she needs attention and help.

Forgiveness is crucial. The fallen pastor should  
seek divine forgiveness and forgiveness by all people  
affected. These are also challenges to extending  
forgiveness to the pastor. But forgiveness does not  
necessarily mean restoration in all respects and re-
turn to all functions exercised before the moral fall.  
In many cases, we must live with the consequences of  
bad choices. Pastoral ministry is not an entitlement, 
but a privilege given on condition.

Fortunately, we have a heavenly Father, “the God 
of all grace, who has called [us] to His eternal glory in 
Christ.” He is willing to “restore, confirm, strengthen, 
and establish [us]” (1 Pet 5:10).

“Consecrate yourselves wholly to the work of God.  
He is your strength, and he will be at your right hand, 

helping you to carry out his merciful designs.” 
Ellen G. White, Review & Herald, March 24, 1904
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Lessons from Matthew 20
By Clinton Wahlen

As Jesus journeys toward Jerusalem, He 
continues teaching the disciples about 
the true nature of the kingdom of heav-
en. Peter’s question as to what reward  
the disciples would receive for having 

left all to follow Him (Matt 19:27) reveals that they  
still have much to learn. So Jesus tells them a parable 
about the rewards received by workers in a vineyard 
(Matt 20:1–16), followed by the third and final predic-
tion of His approaching death and resurrection (Matt 
20:17–19). As if totally ignoring what Jesus has just 
said, the mother of James and John asks for her sons 
to have the most prominent positions in the kingdom 
(Matt 20:20–28). The unit concludes with the healing 
by Jesus of two blind men on the outskirts of Jericho 
(Matt 20:29–34).

 
Interpretation of Matthew 20

1.	 Verses 1–16
•	 By use of the word “for,” Jesus connects 

the parable to the principle of reversal He 
has just given, “But many who are first 
will be last, and the last first” (Matt 19:30). 
The same principle stated in reverse order  
appears as the conclusion of the parable 
(Matt 20:16). In other words, in the kingdom 
of heaven who is “first” and who is “last” 
is determined very differently from the way  
it is determined in the kingdoms of this 
world.

•	 Likening the kingdom of heaven to a “land-
owner” (literally in Greek, “master of the 
house”; cf. Matt 10:25) indicates that the 
character and actions of the landowner  
illustrate how the kingdom of heaven func-
tions. 

•	 The vineyard was an important industry in 
Israel and used by the prophets as a symbol 
of the nation (Isa 5:7; Hos 10:1). According 
to Josephus, the entrance to the temple had  
a gate “covered with gold” with “golden 
vines above it from which clusters of grapes 
hung as tall as a man’s height.”1 

•	 In the parable, five groups of laborers are 
hired throughout the day, beginning at six in 
the morning when it is cool, and they work 
until six in the evening (cf. Ps 104:22–23). 
But only the first laborers agree on a specific  
wage—one denarius, which was the normal 
pay for a full day’s work (v. 2). The others  
simply accept the landowner’s promise to 

pay them “whatever is right” (vv. 3–7), 
presumably proportional to the hours they 
worked.

•	 Were those hired at the eleventh hour work-
ing somewhere else, or unwilling to work in 
the heat of the day, or did they realize only 
late in the day they needed more money?  
We are not told but we have the impression 
that of the five groups hired, these workers 
were the least desirable.

•	 In accordance with the law of Moses, the 
workers were paid at the end of the day 
(Deut 24:14–15). To withhold it even until 
the next day might deprive a family of food 
(cf. Lev 19:13; Prov 3:27–28). 

•	 In verse 8, the landowner is called the “lord” 
(Gk. kyrios) of the vineyard, suggesting  
that either Jesus or God is represented. The 
steward (Gk. epitropos) refers to a highly  
responsible person put in charge of a  
household or lands. The word translated 
“wages” (Gk. misthos) is used frequently 
of the heavenly reward (Matt 5:12, 46; 6:1; 
10:41–42).

•	 Surprisingly, the workers who came last 
are treated the best by being paid first and 
are given a full day’s pay (Matt 20:8–9). 
Ordinarily we might expect that those who 
worked the longest would be paid first, 
but instead they are paid last. The order of  
payment not only illustrates the larger  
theme of reversal, but also ensures that all 
the laborers see the generous character of  
the landowner. 

•	 Perhaps not too surprising, when those who 
worked the longest see the wages given to 
the others, they start expecting to receive 
more, but receive a denarius like all the  
others (Matt 20:10). So they begin grum-
bling and complain to the landowner  
because he made the last workers “equal 
to us who have borne the burden and heat 
of the day” (Matt 20:11–12). Being treated  
fairly does not necessarily mean being  
treated equally. The workers were not all 
equal: they came at different times, worked 
different hours, and were not paid at the 
same time. But instead of being compensa- 
ted for hours worked, there was an equity  
of outcomes—they were all given a full day’s  
pay because that was the amount needed to 
feed their families. 
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•	 Interestingly, the landowner addresses the  
complaining worker, “Friend” (Matt 20:13),  
used only twice more in Matthew as a form 
of address: of the man who came to the  
wedding without a wedding garment (Matt 
22:12) and of Judas at the time of the  
betrayal (Matt 26:50). The landowner does 
not need to explain his actions but he does  
so anyway, pointing to the agreement made 
at the beginning of the day. The emphatic  
form of the question in Greek (ouchi)  
expects a strong affirmative reply.

•	 The landowner explains he has the right 
to do with his money what he wants. If he 
wants to be generous with it, he can be (Matt 
20:14–15). Who can argue with that? His  
final question (“Or is your eye evil because 
I am good?”) contrasts his generosity with  
the greedy attitude of the first-hour workers. 
What we choose to focus on greatly affects 
our attitudes and how we view our circum-
stances. The first-hour workers focus on 
the earthly wages (Matt 20:8; Gk. misthos,  
“reward”) for their labor and fail to  
appreciate the character of the landowner. 
The “I am good” statement echoes Jesus’ 
self-descriptions in Matthew and elsewhere 
that hint at His intimate relation to the  
Father (Matt 11:29; 14:27; 18:20; 28:20; 
Mark 14:62; John 8:58; cf. Matt 19:17). 

•	 If we find this parable troubling, it is useful  
to ask ourselves why. Do we identify with 
the first-hour workers rather than the elev-
enth-hour workers? And, yet, have we not  
at some point been in need of mercy or 
generosity akin to that shown to those who 
worked only one hour? 

2. Verses 16–19
•	 Of Jesus’ predictions of His sufferings and 

death, this third one is the most graphic of 
them all as it includes mention of the death 
sentence and that He will be delivered to  
the Gentiles to be mocked, scourged, and 
crucified. Earlier, Jesus had avoided being 
taken but now He’s going to Jerusalem for 
this very purpose (cf. John 10:18). 

•	 Matthew is careful to record the fulfillment 
of Jesus’ predictions: mockery is noted three 
times (Matt 27:29, 31, 41); Pilate gives  
orders to scourge Jesus (cf. John 19:1)  
and hands Him over to be crucified (Matt 
27:26).

•	 Matthew adds the detail that Jesus “took 
the twelve disciples aside” to disclose what 
would soon happen to Him. Many would be 
traveling to Jerusalem for the approaching 
Passover and Jesus took steps to ensure His 
words would not be overheard.

3. Verses 20–28
•	 James and John were probably the youngest 

of the twelve (they were with their father in 
Matthew 4:21). So, although her role is not 
mentioned by Mark, it would not be unusual 
in Jewish or Roman settings for the mother  
to intercede and “was often more effective 
than a man’s direct petition for himself.”2  
Her kneeling may hint at the worship of  
Jesus (as it does frequently in Matthew 
(see, e.g., Matt 2:2, 8, 11; 4:9–10; 8:2; 9:18; 
15:25).

•	 Their mother “was among the women  
who attended Jesus at the cross and later 
witnessed the empty tomb, which would 
identify her as Salome (cf. Matt 27:56; 
Mark 15:40; 16:1), the sister of Mary, Jesus’  
mother.”3

•	 The Greek verb translated “ask” (aiteō) is 
used of requests made to God, and, in fact, 
only the Father can grant this request, as  
Jesus proceeds to point out (Matt 20:23). 

•	 The right hand signifies power, authority, 
and favor (e.g., Exod 15:6, 12; 1 Kgs 2:19; 
Ps 16:11), so the request is that her sons may 
be given the second and third positions in  
the kingdom after Jesus Himself. 

•	 Despite Jesus having just alerted His disci-
ples of the approaching distress, it is as if  
the disciples failed to hear the warning, so 
Jesus asks James and John whether they are 
“able to drink the cup” (of suffering) and 
“be baptized with the baptism” (of death).4 
Eventually, all the disciples (except Judas)  
would come to appreciate these words and 
would count it a privilege to suffer for Jesus’ 
sake (cf. Matt 5:10–12).

•	 To say the other disciples were “displeased” 
with this request is an understatement. The 
Greek word used to describe their feelings 
(aganakteō) means “indignant” (ESV) and 
“angry” (NRSV). But Jesus, unwilling that 
the worldly spirit of rivalry should persist 
among His closest disciples, points out that 
this is the very kind of domination being  
exercised by Rome that was so resented by 
the Jews. History is littered with examples  
of the oppressed, hoping for positive change, 
who gain power only to become oppressors 
themselves (cf. Prov 28:15). The solution 
for this vicious cycle lies within—through 
a change of heart that only the Holy Spirit  
can really bring about.

•	 Followers of Jesus are not to be guided by 
worldly values, which include domination, 
coercion, and control. The spirit of heaven 
is the exact opposite of this. Jesus makes 
the point quite emphatically: literally, “Not 
so shall it be among you.” Like Jesus, His 
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followers are to be actuated by the desire to 
bless (Matt 5:3–10), give (Matt 10:42), and 
love sacrificially (Matt 16:24). 

•	 The early Christians counted it a privilege 
to be “servants” (Gk. diakonoi) toward each 
other (Rom 16:1; 1 Cor 3:5; Eph 6:21; Col 
1:7) and “slaves” (Gk. douloi) of Christ 
(Acts 4:29; Rom 1:1; 2 Cor 4:5; Col 4:12) 
in emulation of the Servant par excellence 
(Matt 20:28; cf. Rom 15:8; Phil 2:7).

•	 The allusion by Jesus in verse 28 to the Suf-
fering Servant of Isaiah (cf. Isa 53:10–11) 
is not the only one among His sayings (see 
Luke 22:37; cf. Isa 53:12) and fits the pattern 
of Jesus’ gradually revealing His messianic 
identity to His disciples (cf. Matt 16:21). His 
death being “for many” (Gk. anti pollōn) 
points to the idea of substitution (cf. 1 Tim 
2:6).

•	 Jesus died for “our transgressions,” “our 
iniquities,” and “the iniquity of us all” (Isa 
53:5–6; cf. Rom 4:25; 5:6, 8; 2 Cor 5:21; 
Gal 1:4), and has thereby redeemed us from 
sin and death (Rom 3:24; Eph 1:7; Col 1:14; 
Heb 9:15).

4. Verses 29–34
•	 Jericho was the last major town on the  

way to Jerusalem from Galilee. The older  
location seems to have been largely aban-
doned by this time (cf. Neh 3:2; 7:36), 
with the Roman city of Jericho being to the  
southeast, nearer the three palaces built 
by Herod the Great. The final stretch to  
Jerusalem involves an ascent of three  
thousand feet (914 m) in just fifteen miles 
(twenty-five km). 

•	 The blind generally had no means of  
sustenance besides begging. According to  
Matthew and Mark, the healing took place  
as Jesus was leaving Jericho.5

•	 Addressing Jesus as “Son of David” (Matt 
20:30–31) expresses not only the faith of 
the blind men in Jesus as the Messiah; it 
also shows they had the faith to be healed, a  
faith that not even the strong rebuke of  
the surrounding people are able to silence.  
In fact, it only seems to make them more  
determined and cry all the louder.

•	 Jesus’ question as to what the men want 
(Matt 20:32) may seem strange but Jesus 
wants to hear from the blind men them-
selves as to whether they believe He can 
restore their sight. Matthew’s wording links 
their plea with Isaianic expectations of  
the Messiah (Isa 35:5; 42:7; cf. 29:18),  
suggesting that despite being physically 
blind, they recognize Jesus as a fulfillment 
of these prophecies.

•	 Jesus’ compassion is visibly shown by His 
touching their eyes (Matt 20:34) and the  
fact that “they followed Him” shows the 
healing led to their becoming His disciples.

Application of the Chapter

Some valuable lessons from Matthew 20 include:
1.	 As with the challenge given to the rich 

young man, the parable of the workers in the  
vineyard challenges our scale of values and 
our attitude toward the heavenly reward. 
“He who grudges the reward to another  
forgets that he himself is saved by grace  
alone. . . . It is not the length of time we  
labor but our willingness and fidelity in the 
work that makes it acceptable to God.”6

2.	 The desire of James and John for self-exal-
tation is like that of Lucifer, which led to the 
rise of sin in the beginning (Isa 14:12–14). 
But the kingdom of heaven is characterized 
by self-sacrificing love and the desire to bless 
others.

3.	 While suffering for Christ is never welcome 
or pleasant, the experience can draw us into 
closer fellowship with Him and intensify 
our appreciation of His sacrifice for us (Phil 
1:29; 3:10). “Of all the gifts that Heaven can 
bestow upon men, fellowship with Christ  
in His sufferings is the most weighty trust 
and the highest honor.”7

4.	 Rather than trying to take justice into our 
own hands, the Bible urges us to trust in 
the “God of justice” and wait patiently for 
Him (Isa 30:18), because only He can bring  
peace and establish “justice in the earth”  
(Isa 42:4; cf. Zech 9:10).

5.	 The spirit of heaven is the spirit of service  
(cf. Matt 4:11). Jesus calls upon us to live 
counterculturally in today’s world, which is 
so permeated with self-serving and fixated 
on status, wealth, and influence.

6.	 Jesus asks nothing of His followers that He 
Himself has not already exemplified in His 
own experience (Phil 2:5–8; cf. 1 Cor 11:1).

7.	 Persevering faith, like that of the two blind 
men, that no opposition can quench, is an 
important quality for followers of Jesus. “In 
the world ye shall have tribulation: but be 
of good cheer; I have overcome the world” 
(John 16:33; cf. 2 Tim 3:12).

Clinton Wahlen
Associate Director 
Biblical Research Institute
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1	 Josephus, War, 5.210; cf. Ellen G. White, The Desire of Ages (Mountain 
View, CA: Pacific Press, 1898), 575: “At the entrance to the temple was  
a vine of gold and silver, with green leaves and massive clusters of 
grapes executed by the most skillful artists. This design represented 
Israel as a prosperous vine.”
2	 Craig S. Keener, Bible Background Commentary: New Testament 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993), 99.
3	 Michael J. Wilkins, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds  
Commentary: New Testament, 4 vols. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2002), 1:122–23.

⁴	 For examples of these two metaphors, see Isaiah 51:17, 22; Luke  
12:50; Romans 6:3.
5	 According to D. A. Carson, Matthew, rev. ed., The Expositor’s  
Bible Commentary 9 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 435,  
Mark and Luke focus on Bartimaeus, while Matthew’s mention  
of two men “shows personal knowledge of the events.”
⁶	 Ellen G. White, Christ’s Object Lessons (Oakland, CA: Pacific Press, 
1900), 402.
⁷	 White, Desire of Ages, 225.

The BRI Welcomes Two New 
Scholars
We are very pleased to welcome two new scholars to the BRI team:

Daniel Kwame Bediako, coming from Ghana, 
West Africa, arrived this July to serve as BRI associate  
director. He holds a PhD in Old Testament from  
the Adventist International Institute of Advanced  
Studies (AIIAS), Philippines. Daniel is a thoughtful  
and distinguished biblical scholar and expert in  
biblical interpretation and biblical Hebrew. He brings  
with him a rich and fruitful experience as teacher  
and administrator. Among many other responsibi- 
lities, he served as a theology professor and president/
vice-chancellor of Valley View University in Ghana  
for many years. He also is a co-editor of the new  
Andrews Bible Commentary. His wife Gifty and two 
teenage children accompany him. 

Alberto R. Timm joined the BRI in August as the 
newest associate director. He is from Brazil and holds 
a PhD in Adventist Studies from Andrews University. 
Alberto brings with him significant experience and 
expertise as a professor of theology and rector of the 
Latin-American Adventist Theological Seminary in 
the South American Division. Before joining the BRI, 
Alberto served as an associate director of the Ellen  
G. White Estate at the General Conference. He has 
published widely on Seventh-day Adventist theology 
and doctrinal development and is the author of the 
Adult Sabbath School Quarterly On Death, Dying, and 
the Future Hope (4/2022). Alberto is married to Marly 
and is the proud father of three adult children and  
the grandfather of one. 

To our two new colleagues and their families, we extend 
our warm welcome as they join us in the service and ministry 

of the BRI on behalf of the Seventh-day Adventist world church.
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The BRI in Action

Teaching Hermeneutics at Antillean Adventist University

Biblical Research Committee of the Inter-European Division (EUD) at Adventist University of France - Collonges

Central Brazil Union, Ministerial Council 
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