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I. Introduction


Up to this point, opposition to Jesus and His ministry, led by the Pharisees, had been slowly growing.  As you may remember, back in Matthew 9 Jesus had been accused of blasphemy (9:3), fellowshipping with tax-collectors and sinners (9:11), and being demon-possessed (9:34).  Then in Matthew 11:27 Jesus went so far as to call God His Father—making Himself God!  From what they heard and saw, the religious leaders were convinced that Jesus was not from God.  Now in Matthew 12 the opposition finally comes out into the open.  When Jesus attacked one of the mainstays of the Pharisees—the Sabbath and all of the man-made traditions surrounding it, their smoldering criticism changed to anger and rage and accusations that Jesus is in league with Satan himself.
II. Confrontation over the Sabbath

     
All this happened because of one rather small incident.  What the disciples did seems perfectly innocent—picking grain and eating while they were walking.  Some of you may have done the same thing when walking through a wheat or an oat field.  In Palestine during the time of Jesus, the grain fields and other cultivated lands were laid out in long, narrow strips and the ground between the strips was always a right of way—a path.  It was on one of these strips between the grain fields that the disciples and Jesus were walking when this ‘terrible thing” happened.   There is no suggestion that the disciples were stealing.  In fact, the law in Deuteronomy 23:25 says that as long as only hands were used to pick grain and not a sickle, the hungry traveler was entitled to do just what the disciples were doing. 


In the eyes of the Pharisees, the problem wasn’t that the disciples had picked the grain and ate it—the problem was they had done “what is unlawful on the Sabbath.”  In the eyes of the Pharisees, the disciples were guilty of not keeping the 4th commandment to keep the Sabbath holy.  The traditions of the Pharisees had added hundreds of man-made restrictions to God’s commandment to keep the Sabbath holy.  We’ve talked about some of them before—things like not carrying anything heavier than a dried fig; not throwing an object into the air with one hand and catching it with the other hand; a woman was not to look into a mirror lest she see a grey hair and be tempted to pull it out.  Keeping all these restrictions and the hundreds of others was more tiresome than all the other 6 days which were devoted to one’s occupation.  As one commentator wrote, “It was harder to ‘rest’ than to earn a living.”

What were the Pharisees were doing in the grain fields anyway?  Were they policing just Jesus or anyone else they could find?  Regardless of the reason, in the eyes of the Pharisees, by picking and eating the grain, the disciples were guilty of several offenses.  By picking the grain, they were guilty of reaping; by rubbing their hands together, they were guilty of threshing; by separating the chaff, they were guilty of winnowing; and by the whole process they were guilty of preparing a meal on the Sabbath.  From their point of view—their worldview if you please, the Pharisees were entirely justified in finding fault with the disciples for breaking the law and with Jesus for allowing them to do so.  As their teacher, Jesus defended their actions and rebuked the Pharisees and their man-made traditions.
III. The Defense

     A. Exhibit #1: King David  Jesus began by using a hero of Judaism: King David.  He was exhibit #1.  Jesus reminded the Pharisees and those gathered around of the familiar story found in I Samuel 21:1-9 about David as he and those with him fled from King Saul who wanted to kill him.  When David and his men came to Nob, where the Tabernacle was located, David asked for food.  Since there was “no ordinary bread on hand” in the Tabernacle, Ahimelech the priest gave them the consecrated bread, which was not lawful for David to eat, nor for those with him, but only for the priests.


The consecrated bread was baked weekly, and each Sabbath 12 fresh loaves replaced the previous ones, which could only be eaten by the priests.  On that particular occasion, however, an exception was made on behalf of David and his men, who were weak from hunger.  God was not offended by that act, and He did not discipline Ahimelech or David.  The Lord was willing for a ceremonial regulation to be broken when doing so would meet the needs of His people.

     B. Exhibit #2: Temple Priests  Jesus’ second exhibit was the Temple priests.  In the Old Testament the directions in the Mosaic Laws required priests to offer a given number of sacrifices on the Sabbath—twice as many as on any other day (Numbers 28:9-10).  In spite of the work in lighting the fires, slaughtering the animals, and lifting them up on the altar, the Temple priests were not condemned for working on the Sabbath—for not keeping it holy.  Their service was in obedience to God’s Law.  This suggested that man’s traditions, the Pharisees’ traditions about the Sabbath, were wrong, for they contradicted God’s own Law.

If the Pharisees were angry at being shown how inconsistent their legalistic thinking was, their anger must have grown when Jesus said, “I tell you that one greater than the temple is here.”  They so worshipped the temple that only God Himself was greater.  So, Jesus was saying that He is God.  If they were wondering if they had heard right, Jesus would remove all doubts in a minute.  Jesus wasn’t trying to prove His deity; He was trying to point out that if David had the right to violate the Tabernacle laws and if the priests had the right to violate Sabbath laws in serving in the temple, then, because of His deity, Jesus had the right to over-rule Sabbath regulations as He saw fit.

     C. Exhibit #3: Scripture itself   Jesus’ third exhibit was Scripture itself.  Jesus quoted the words found in Hosea 6:6,  where God said, “For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.”  The law regarding the Sabbath was given to Israel as a mark of her special relationship to God.  Turn to Exodus 31:12-17.  The Sabbath was also established as an act of mercy for both man and animal to give them the needed rest every week—not just in order that people would perform weekly sacrifices and obey man-made traditions.  If the Pharisees had not just read the writings of the prophets but had worked to understood them, they would have known that God wants mercy not more demands of sacrifice and added burdens on the people.  God wants love not legalism.  Turn to Micah 6:6-8.

And then, to add insult to injury, when He called Himself the “Lord of the Sabbath,” Jesus must have made the Pharisees speechless in their anger.  Since it was God who established the Sabbath in 
Genesis 2:1-2, Jesus was declaring in no uncertain terms that He, the Son of Man, was God.

     D. Exhibit #4: Healing on the Sabbath  To prove that all He said was true, Jesus broke their traditions as He healed on the Sabbath.  Writing of this miracle, Luke 6:6 says “on another Sabbath” Jesus healed a man with a shriveled or withered hand.  The Pharisees tried to use the man and his handicap as a weapon against Jesus.  From their warped viewpoint, if Jesus was God, He would respect the traditions—their traditions—and wait until the next day to heal the man.


Jesus argued that if a farmer could care for his animals on the Sabbath, shouldn’t one care for man who is made in the image of God?  Turn to Mark’s account turn to Mark 3:1-6.  The Pharisees fell into Jesus’ trap.  If they had approved of doing good and saving a life, the Pharisees would have contradicted their traditions and what they stood for.  On the other hand, they couldn’t advocate doing evil or killing; they were trapped by their own man-made rules.  Although they were furious, “they remained silent.”

Most likely putting emphasis on the “is,” the Lord answered the question Himself: “It is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.”   At that point Jesus’ righteous anger confronted the Pharisees’ unrighteous anger. “And after looking around at them with anger” (Mark 3:5), Jesus “said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand!’  And he stretched it out, and it was restored.”  Jesus not only approved of doing good on the Sabbath; He did good on the Sabbath.  As “Lord of the Sabbath,” Jesus demonstrated that, if anything, the Sabbath was the supreme day for doing good.  

After the healing, we see the response of the Pharisees and the response of Jesus.
IV. The Response

     A. The Pharisees  The Pharisees were furious and plotted to kill Jesus.  The Pharisees were so angry and filled with hate that Mark wrote that they went out and joined together with their archenemies, the Herodians—the irreligious, worldly party that supported King Herod and the Roman occupation.  Although the Herodians stood for everything the Pharisees hated, they would go to any extreme to destroy Jesus—the one who threatened both the religious legalists and the disloyal politicians.  Each in their own way rejected God’s Word and God’s Son and together they “plotted how they might kill Jesus.”
     B. Jesus  Jesus’ response was to withdraw from them.  He had more work to do before He was to die.  Matthew wrote that when Jesus left, “many followed Him.”  Jesus had compassion on these outcasts from religious society.  He healed them but at the same time cautioned them to be quiet.  If the people got too caught up with His power, then a political or a religious rebellion could result before God’s appointed time.  Before God’s time, Jesus needed to teach His disciples that Messiahship and discipleship meant sacrificial service and a cross, not immense power and a throne.

V. Characteristics of the Messiah, God’s Servant


Matthew then used Isaiah 42:1-4 to present characteristics of the Messiah; characteristics found in Jesus, the Son of God.  First, Jesus is God’s chosen servant in whom God takes delight.  As God said at Jesus’ baptism, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased” (Matt. 3:17).  Second, God’s Spirit, the Holy Spirit, gave the human nature of Jesus the power He needed to do His assigned task on earth.  Turn to Luke 4:17-21.  Third, Jesus came to bring justice to the nations—both Jews and Gentiles.  Romans 1:16 says, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile.”  Fourth, Jesus didn’t come like a rabble-rousing zealot to inflame emotions or to try to become king through political power or physical force.  He didn’t “quarrel or cry out,” as Matthew 11:29 says, Jesus came in meekness and humility.  Fifth, Jesus came to the “bruised reed and smoldering wick”—people who were broken and worn out; people who had reached the end of their rope.  Under the care of the Savior, the battered reed was restored, i.e., those who were broken were healed; the smoldering wick was rekindled; i.e., those who felt as if there was no hope were given hope and peace in Christ.  Finally, in spite of oppression, persecution, rejection, and even death, Jesus was destined to be victorious—“he leads justice to victory,”  Because of the death and resurrection that we will celebrate in 2 weeks, “in his name—in Jesus’ name--the nations will put their hope.” 
VI. Application   So, what does all this mean to us?  First, we must guard ourselves and our church that we don’t become like the very religious Pharisees and set our traditions in stone—making them equal to or even above God’s Law.  We need to be ready to show mercy and love.  God sometimes sets aside His laws for the sake of mercy—isn’t that what we call a miracle?  If He didn’t, Adam and Eve would have been destroyed the moment they sinned; we would be destroyed when we sinned.  As 2 Peter 3:9 says, the Lord’s desire isn’t to condemn men for sin, but to save them from it.  The ones that are condemned are those that refuse His gift.  As John 3:36 says, “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God's wrath remains on him.”  If God can show mercy, then as His children we must be ready to show mercy and love as His representatives whenever possible.

     
Second, because the Lord of the Sabbath has come, the copy of His Sabbath rest is no longer needed or valid.  The New Testament does not require Sabbath observance—the commandment to keep the Sabbath holy is the only commandment of the 10 that is not repeated in the New Testament.  Jesus established a new covenant with His blood.  The New Testament allows freedom as to whether or not any day is honored above others.  The only requirement is that whatever position is taken, it is taken for the purpose of glorifying the Lord.  Turn to Romans 14:5-6.  At the same time, we need to take into account verses like Hebrews 10:25 which says, “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another-- and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”   As we see in the Book of Acts, we still need to meet together to praise and worship God and to support one another; to remember Jesus’ death and resurrection.  This is part of the new covenant.
     
Third, as children of God, as His ambassadors, we are now God’s servants to do His will.  Now we have the Holy Spirit in each of us to give us the knowledge and the power to do God’s will (1 Cor. 3:16).  We are God’s hands and feet.  Whether it’s physical, emotional, or spiritual, we need to reach out to the broken and worn out and help lift them up and restore them.  Now, it’s up to us to “go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything” (Matthew 28:19-20).  God has commanded—now It’s your turn!
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