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I have to admit that I have a complicated relationship with the concept of Sabbath.  On one 

hand, I really like the idea of having Sabbath rest.  On the other, I’m not always sure that I get it.  

 

And when I think about Sabbath, my tendency is to think more about the things you’re NOT 

supposed to do, and think less about what exactly Sabbath is all about.   

 

And it struck me this week that there are two different ways to think about Sabbath.  One is 

graciously.  The other is legalistically.  You can look at Sabbath through the lens of grace and 

you can look at Sabbath through the lens of law keeping and it struck me that both are on full 

display in this morning’s passage.  Looking at the Sabbath legalistic gets you into all sorts of 

trouble, but understanding the Sabbath graciously gives life.   

 

So what I want to do with you this morning is walk with you through Matthew 12 and highlight 

the way that the Pharisees think about Sabbath and the way that Jesus thinks about Sabbath.  

And I hope that when all is said and done, you will come away from this passage with a really 

gracious view of the Sabbath, ready to receive the live-giving blessings of Sabbath. 

 

So join me in Matthew 12, starting in verse 1. 

 

As the passage opens, you’ve got Jesus walking through the fields on a Sabbath day and his 

disciples get hungry so they pick some of the heads of grain to eat them.  I remember doing 

that growing up; you’d be walking through a wheat field and pick some of the grains and rub 

‘em together and blow off the chaff and *poof* instant snack.  (Admittedly, it always more fun 

than it was tasty) but to the disciples, this was just the pick me up they needed to get them 

through the day.   

 

But wouldn’t you know it, there were some Pharisees there – and they were probably there 

keeping an eye on Jesus – these Pharisees were nearby the fields and they saw what the 

disciples had done and they hit the roof.   

 

Verse 2 – Look!  Your disciples are doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath! 

 

Now I know that ‘Sabbath’ is not a really big thing nowadays, but I’m old enough to remember 

a time when ‘the Sabbath’ was a big deal, even for our culture.  You’d make sure you’d have 

your groceries Saturday, because nothing was open on Sundays.  Everything closed on Sundays.  

Sundays were for church and family stuff, and that’s it.  Not business.  Not work, if you could 

help it.  

 



Imagine what your great grandparents would say if they saw Walmart on a Sunday afternoon 

nowadays.  They’d be shocked.  Maybe even scandalized.  And if you multiplied that 

exponentially, you’d begin to get at how the Pharisees felt about these disciples eating grain on 

the Sabbath. 

 

Because really, the Pharisees were *right* for wanting to guard the Sabbath.  After all, God had 

created the world in six days and then rested on the seventh, and so He commanded His people 

to do the same – six days for work and then the seventh, to be holy/set apart, for rest and 

worship.   

 

God says that very clearly in Exodus 20 –  

 

8 "Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. 

 9 Six days you shall labor and do all your work, 

 10 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, 

neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, 

nor the alien within your gates. 

 11 For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, 

but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it 

holy. 

 

So there it is right there – a God given directive to keep the Sabbath.  Six days for labour and 

then a holy day.  But here’s a question - what exactly constitutes work?  Can I write a letter on 

the Sabbath?  Can I feed my livestock?  What if the rope that I use to tie my robe together 

comes undone?   

 

Well, admittedly, the OT doesn’t really address those questions and so over the years, an oral 

tradition of does and don’ts formed around the Sabbath.   The [number of] principal Melakhot 

is forty minus one. [The forbidden Melakhot are]: Sowing, plowing, reaping, binding sheaves, 

threshing, winnowing, sorting, grinding, sifting, kneading, baking, shearing wool, whitening it, 

combing it, dyeing it, spinning, weaving, making two loops, weaving two threads, separating 

two threads, tying [a knot], untying [a knot], sewing two stitches, tearing for the purpose of 

sewing two stitches, hunting a deer, slaughtering it, skinning it, salting it, curing its hide, 

scraping it, cutting it, writing two letters, erasing for the purpose of writing two letters, 

building, demolishing, extinguishing a flame, lighting a flame, striking with a hammer, carrying 

from one domain to another. These are the principal Melakhot - [they number] forty minus one 

(https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Shabbat.7.2?lang=bi) 

 

Now on one hand, I can appreciate the desire to keep the Sabbath holy – the Jewish leaders 

didn’t want you to break the Sabbath, so they were doing all they could to keep you from even 

getting close to breaking the Sabbath.  



 

 On the other hand though, even Jewish rabbis recognized that there was a whole mountain of 

tradition built around the Sabbath, where Scripture was actually pretty silent.  “The rules for 

the Sabbath are like mountains hanging by a hair, for Scripture is scanty and the rules are 

many” (m. Hag. 1:8).  It was much more oppressive than God’s wide open ‘rest on the Sabbath.’ 

 

But, the Pharisees were intent on keeping the Sabbath holy, and so they guarded the Sabbath 

day in minute detail.  So when they saw Jesus’ disciples eating grains, they were like “Hey, 

they’re reaping, threshing and winnowing and that is forbidden to do on the Sabbath.” 

 

Now let’s pause for a minute and think about this because it is a very nuanced point.  How 

would you react to what the disciples were doing?  Not as a twenty first century Westerner, but 

as a Jewish person who knew that God HAD SAID to keep the Sabbath holy?  You knew the 

tradition that the teachers had built up around the Sabbath, but they didn’t always agree on 

the nuts and bolts of it all.  So what does it really mean to honour the Sabbath?   

 

That’s the very question that Jesus takes up as He responds to these Pharisees.  He’s like ‘guys, I 

appreciate your enthusiasm for God, but are you sure you’ve correctly understood the 

Sabbath?’  Look at verse 3.   

 

3 He answered, "Haven't you read what David did when he and his companions were hungry? 

 4 He entered the house of God, and he and his companions ate the consecrated bread--which 

was not lawful for them to do, but only for the priests. 

 

Jesus is referring to a moment in David’s history when he was on the run from Saul.  He came to 

the Tabernacle on the Sabbath and received the bread that was normally only for the priests.  

The implication seems to be that the Sabbath laws are more flexible than the Pharisees would 

like to think.   

 

And again verse 5 -  

 5 Or haven't you read in the Law that on the Sabbath the priests in the temple desecrate the 

day and yet are innocent? 

 

Thall shalt not work on the Sabbath, unless your duty is the service of God, in which case, the 

Sabbath is your most work filled day.  I know that feeling.  To do God’s work often means that 

‘the Sabbath’ is a very work filled day and the Scripture didn’t say anything about that.  Again, 

what’s the implication?  Keeping the Sabbath is not as simple as not working.  It’s about 

something bigger, which is fitting, given that something greater than the Temple – verse 6 – is 

now in play.  It’s Jesus. 

 



And with verse 7, Jesus starts to unpack the broader principle behind the Sabbath – Verse 7 If 

you had known what these words mean, 'I desire mercy, not sacrifice,' you would not have 

condemned the innocent.  

 

I think Jesus loved these words from Hosea 6:6 because it’s the second time He’s used them in 

this Gospel – remember back in chapter 9, He said that about the people who wanted to 

condemn Matthew and his tax collector friends.  ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’  And He applies 

it here to the Pharisees version of the Sabbath. 

 

They are right for wanting to guard the Sabbath because God Himself has commanded it, but 

they are doing it in a way that is not consistent with God Himself.  They are pursuing law for the 

sake of keeping the Law, not for the sake of honouring God.  They are making sacrifices but 

withholding mercy.  They are prioritizing religious ritual over relationship with the actual, 

honest to goodness merciful God that they claim to worship.   

 

And so Jesus calls them on it.   

 

Mercy is greater than sacrifice, relationship with God is better than ritual and vibrant, nuanced 

faith is better than tradition.  Not working on the Sabbath is fine, but you need to do it in a way 

that is truly honouring to God.  Not so that you can tick off a box to say you’re a good little 

believer.   

 

Now here’s a question: what gives Jesus the right to make these claims?  I’ve wrestled a lot with 

this this week.  Because I don’t think that Jesus is critiquing their desire to keep the Sabbath.  

God DID say – rest from your work on the seventh day - and I think that Jesus was on board 

with that principle, but I think He took issue with how the Pharisees were doing it.  For the sake 

of ritual not for the sake of devotion.  But again, what gives Him the right?  Why should His 

opinion matter more than the Pharisees?  Verse 8 -  

  

8 For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath. 

 

Jesus is making two big claims there.   

 

1. He is the Son of Man – the long expected, sent by God redemptive figure that God through 

Daniel said would rule the world – it’s Jesus.  Jesus is the son of man.  And as such,  

 

2. He is Lord of the Sabbath.  It’s His day.  He has the right to interpret it and to redefine it in 

order to more closely align with the things of God.  Why?  Because He is Himself God.   

 

The Pharisees want to honour the Sabbath and the Law and the Temple but something greater 

than all that is standing right in front of them – God Himself.   



 

And now God Himself is standing there saying mercy is greater than sacrifice, relationship with 

me is greater than ritual – so keep the Sabbath in a way that reflects My mercy and grace.   

 

And then in verse 9, wouldn’t you know it, an opportunity popped up to put that theory into 

practice.   

 

Verse 9 –  

 

9 Going on from that place, he went into their synagogue, 

 10 and a man with a shriveled hand was there. Looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, they asked 

him, "Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?" 

 

Now here Matthew has given us an extra detail that helps us to understand what the Pharisees 

are thinking when they challenge Jesus.  They’re not simply challenging Him on His Sabbath 

theology, they’re actively looking for a reason to cut Him down.  And I think that that’s an 

important point for us as we think through the previous episode.  I’ve tried to give them the 

benefit of the doubt and highlight that God did indeed call for a day of rest, but the fact that 

the Pharisees are here, not long after, makes me think that four verses ago, they didn’t really 

care what God had called them to do.  They were more interested in keeping the rules that they 

had established for themselves, that actually kept the nuanced, flexible grace of God at bay.   

 

And probably sensing this, Jesus says, ‘Well, look – verse 12 

 

a man with a shriveled hand was there. Looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, they asked him, "Is 

it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?" 

 

 11 He said to them, "If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will you not 

take hold of it and lift it out? 

 12 How much more valuable is a man than a sheep! Therefore it is lawful to do good on the 

Sabbath." 

 

And here is where Jesus puts His finger on the problem with the Pharisees’ Sabbath tradition. 

 

They are honouring the tradition over God.   

 

They’re so hung up on keeping the command, that they blind to the reasons that God GAVE 

them that  command.   

 

Yes, it’s good to rest on the Sabbath, but the point of the Sabbath is NOT legalistic Law keeping.   

God didn’t say keep the Sabbath because there’s thirty nine things you’d better not do so don’t 



do them; God gave the Sabbath to benefit people.  God gave us the Sabbath to provide rest and 

to benefit us – and so if we’re going to honour the God who gave us this rest for our benefit, 

then it means that we need to do it, but in a way that reflects God’s character.   

 

And as far as this legalistic nitpicking – like ‘no picking heads of grain and eating it’ – well, that’s 

got to go.   

 

And just to drive home the point that Jesus has the authority to redefine the Sabbath like this – 

what does He do? 

 

Verse 13 –  

 

13 Then he said to the man, "Stretch out your hand." So he stretched it out and it was 

completely restored, just as sound as the other. 

 

On one hand, (no pun intended) that’s amazing – right? – it’s a miracle story where Jesus gives 

this man his hand back, his ability to earn a living with His hands – and I don’t want to lose sight 

of how amazing this miraculous healing is – but  

 

On the other hand, this miraculous healing is intended to back up everything that Jesus has 

said.  It is proof that He alone has the right to redefine our faith.  Right?  I can claim all I want 

that I’m Santa Claus, but unless I can shrink super skinny to fit down your chimney, then you’re 

just going to think that I’m a lunatic.  But along comes a guy who says He is Son of God and Son 

of Man and He has the ability to heal long handicapped limbs, then that means that He has the 

right to redefine our lives of faith in light of who He is.   

 

So there’s the action – let’s look back and focus our attention on the two attitudes towards the 

Sabbath. 

 

How did the pharisees approach the sabbath?  They came at it legalistic ally, mechanically.  

They said here are all of the things you shouldn't t so and they totally forgot the things they 

Should do on the Sabbath.  

 

And to be fair, I think that the very the first generations of Jewish people who put these 

restrictions in place were intent on honoring God with the extra rules.  They were probably a 

very pastoral thing to help people with questions like what happens if my rope beltt comes 

untied?  

 

But by the time it got this generation, the once pastoral helpful guidelines had become 

immovable rules that had to be obeyed at all costs.  

 



Just an aside, even the Christian church needs to watch out for this.  Every generation needs to 

stop and ask itself 'is this tradition helping us to grow in faith, or are we doing it because that's 

the way its always been done.  If it's the first one, great.  If it's not, that tradition has to adapt or 

go.  

 

Because look what happened here - they just kept on with this tradition without stopping to ask 

what the tradition was intended to do - and they ended up honoring their own laws instead of 

honouring the God that their laws were supposed to point them to.  

 

They started keeping Sabbath for the sake of keeping God happy. They had conflated their own 

tradition with God's law and decided that if this is what's is going to take to keep God happy so 

be it, and let's get out in the grain fields to find violators.  

 

Now contrast that with the vision that Jesus has for the Sabbath - you keep the sabbath to 

receive God's benefits.  The Sabbath is intended to help us in our lives.  And to unpack this 

point, I'm going to give you a big idea application p point to work with.  

 

Jesus invites us to experience Sabbath that is God oriented and life giving.  

 

Jesus invites us to experience Sabbath that is God oriented.  See the pharisees version of the 

Sabbath was all about them - the work they had to do, the work they shouldn’t do - they forgot 

all about the gracious and merciful God this Sabbath was meant to honor and just sort of left 

them out of the equation.  

 

It's would be like planning to fully regimented birthday party for your child with a tight schedule 

of events and them leaving them at home.  That doesn’t work! 

 

Now on the other hand, Jesus sabbath puts God front and center. Want to know what to do on 

the sabbath?  That's easy.  What would God do?  He would rest (we know that from Genesis 1) 

and He would extend help and mercy if it was needed (that’s clear from Matthew 12). Jesus 

invites us to experience Sabbath that takes our eyes off of us and is inherently God oriented.  

 

Jesus invites us to experience Sabbath that is God oriented and life giving.  

 

Just look at this passage – the Pharisees ask Jesus ‘is it lawful to go good on the Sabbath, to heal 

on the Sabbath?’  And Jesus says ‘yeah!  Of course it is!’  And then He heals the man with the 

shriveled hand both to show that He has authority to redefine Sabbath for God’s people, and as 

a picture of what Sabbath is all about.  Restoration.  The broken being made whole.   

 

And that was always what the Sabbath was all about – Exodus 23 says six days, do your work, 

but on the seventh, rest – why?  To keep the Law?  No, so that you and your animals and your 



workers and even foreigners will be refreshed.  Sabbath is meant to give all people God’s 

restorative rest, if only they will take the time to receive it.   

 

Jesus invites us to experience Sabbath that is God oriented and life giving.  

 

So listen, what does this mean for you?  I know that our culture has made Sunday Sabbath 

largely a thing of the past but I think that it is very important for us to find time for Sabbath 

rest.  It may not be a whole day and it may not be a Sunday, but look, if GOD took a day off, 

YOU can take some time off.  Carve out a time in your schedule and guard it relentlessly.  Make 

it a time to just enjoy God.  This is not about God happy, it is about receiving all of His gracious 

benefits of rest and restoration.   

 

Jesus invites us to experience Sabbath that is God oriented and life giving – will you receive that 

invitation and experience Sabbath rest? 

 

 

 

 


