Lord of the Sabbath 
(Rule-based Religion Sucks!)
Reading: Mark 2:23-3:6

Introduction

Is it wrong to play football on a Sunday?

Is it wrong to hang washing on the line on a Sunday?

Is it wrong to go to a shop or super-market on a Sunday?

Is it wrong to go to a pub on a Sunday?

What about these activities on a Tuesday or Wednesday?

Sabbath Conflict

Verses 23-24

23 One Sabbath Jesus was going through the grain-fields, and as his disciples walked along, they began to pick some heads of grain. 24 The Pharisees said to him, "Look, why are they doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?"
The ministry of Jesus was clouded by controversy.

He provoked reaction, particularly among the religious people of the day.

In the present instance, the story line is simple. Jesus was walking with his disciples on the Sabbath, the Jewish holy day. As they walked through the grain-fields, Jesus’ disciples plucked off some of the heads of grain. They would have removed the husks and chewed the grain. 

Although we might see this as a harmless and fairly normal act, it attracted criticism.

Jesus was being carefully watched by a delegation from Jerusalem.  These religious nit-pickers accused the disciples of “working” on the Sabbath. Pulling the ears of corn was “reaping”! 

Now the disciples’ action, in and of itself, was perfectly legitimate. In Deuteronomy 23:25, we read,
25 If you enter your neighbour's grain-field, you may pick kernels with your hands, but you must not put a sickle to his standing grain.
But this was the Sabbath, a day dedicated to God. The Fourth Commandment states,
8 “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. 9 Six days you shall labour 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.
How was this to be observed? Numerous passages in the Torah give guidance as to what was permissible and what was not.

For example, the Book of Exodus states that the Sabbath is holy, a sign and celebration of the covenant (31:12-17). No work is to be done on it, not even during ploughing and harvest seasons (34:21). Domestic fires were not to be lit (35:3). Violation of the Sabbath was punishable by death (35:2). Leviticus 23:3 sees the Sabbath as a day of sacred assembly. 
Amos condemned commercial transactions on the Sabbath and Jeremiah spoke against carrying loads on the Sabbath.

20 Say to them, 'Hear the word of the LORD, O kings of Judah and all people of Judah and everyone living in Jerusalem who come through these gates. 21 This is what the LORD says: Be careful not to carry a load on the Sabbath day or bring it through the gates of Jerusalem. 22 Do not bring a load out of your houses or do any work on the Sabbath, but keep the Sabbath day holy, as I commanded your forefathers.
Jeremiah 17:20-22
During the period between the Testaments, a tradition grew up in the synagogues which described in detail what was required. By the time of Jesus there were 39 main categories of work forbidden on the Sabbath, the third is reaping.

Even walking was a breach of Sabbath law, unless the distance was strictly limited.

It is this burdening of the commands of God with human tradition that Jesus was so firmly against.
Scriptural Consideration

Jesus could have argued over the definition of reaping. He could have attacked the traditions. In this case, however, Jesus’ response consists of a reference to the Old Testament.
Verses 25-26

25 He answered, "Have you never read what David did when he and his companions were hungry and in need? 26 In the days of Abiathar the high priest, he entered the house of God and ate the consecrated bread, which is lawful only for priests to eat. And he also gave some to his companions." 
Jesus pointed out that there was biblical evidence for the law of need taking precedence over the ceremonial, and the case in point involved no less a personage than King David himself. 
The background to this passage is recorded in 1 Samuel 21:1-6.

David was on the run from Saul. When he got to Nob, David sought supplies from the priest Ahimelech. All that was available was the Bread of the Presence. Twelve loaves of this bread were placed on a table in the Holy Place of the Tabernacle.  They represented Israel’s twelve tribes and symbolized the constant fellowship of the people with their God. The loaves were changed every Sabbath and the old loaves were eaten by the priests.
Hungry David entered the court of the sanctuary at Nob where the Ark of the Covenant was kept and given the consecrated bread. He shared it with his equally hungry companions.

In David’s case, it was not simply a question of picking and husking corn, but the more serious charge of eating the Bread of the Presence, which, after its solemn presentation to God, could only be eaten by the priests.

Jesus gave a scriptural precedence which could not be denied. Further, it was unreproved. However, this was not good enough for the Pharisees and so Jesus goes further in his defence of his disciples.

How do we answer questions of how we should live? – Is the Bible our guide?

Saviour’s Claims

Verses 27, 28

27 Then he said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. 28 So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.”
The Pharisees, in their concern to avoid any possibility of infringing the Sabbath, had turned it into an intolerable burden. They had forgotten that behind the Sabbath was God’s merciful provision for His creatures.

Humanity was not created with the purpose of observing “an immutable theological principle of Sabbath-keeping”.

But now, Jesus goes even further. If the Sabbath was truly for our spiritual and physical good, and not vice-versa, then the Son of Man is master of the Sabbath , and can interpret its regulations as He sees fit to do.

What Jesus is doing here is claiming the absolute right to overrule the Sabbath. 
We are confronted here, as elsewhere in Mark, with the question “Who is Jesus? Who is this Son of Man?”  
In Mark 2:10, the Son of Man is seen as one having the authority to forgive sins.

In the present chapter, the Son of Man is depicted as Lord of the Sabbath. 

Both these are pretty stupendous claims – all pointing forward to Mark 8 where Jesus is revealed as the Messiah and Mark 15 where he is revealed as the Son of God. 

Who for us is Jesus Christ?

Returning to the narrative, not only does the passage raise the question of who is this Jesus who is claiming to be Lord of the Sabbath, it also points to a further clash over healing on the Sabbath.

Sabbath Conflict (continued)

Verses 1-2

1 Another time he went into the synagogue, and a man with a shrivelled hand was there. 2 Some of them were looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, so they watched him closely to see if he would heal him on the Sabbath. 

Some time later, Jesus visited a Synagogue, possibly in Capernaum. But he was being watched closely, probably by the same people mentioned in verse 22 – the teachers of the law who had come down from Jerusalem. 

These were religious nit-pickers who didn’t care for the sick, hungry or needs of the world. The man with a shrivelled hand was simply a test for Jesus. They wanted a reason to accuse Jesus.      

Why were they like this?  Fear, insecurity, self-interest, jealousy – a whole host of reasons. 
It’s bad enough to be watched, but when the person watching is trying to trip you up it’s worse.

School inspection.

Saviour’s Counter Attack
Verses 3-4

3 Jesus said to the man with the shrivelled hand, “Stand up in front of everyone.” 4 Then Jesus asked them, “Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?” But they remained silent.
Jesus was not going to be put off his mission by religious bigots from Jerusalem. He was more concerned with meeting human need.

He asks the man to stand in front of everyone. Then he asks the question, “Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?”    

To answer the question would have undermined the Pharisees position. To say it was lawful to do good on the Sabbath would be an admission that Jesus was doing nothing wrong. To say it was not lawful to do good would have alienated the listeners.

So they kept silent in the same way as when Jesus responded to their question about his authority with a further question about John the Baptist. 

Matthew12:11,12 records Jesus saying, 

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.”
Of course, they would rescue the animal. So why are they so nit-picking?  We can be nit-picking also.

Stubborness and Compassion

5 He looked around at them in anger and, deeply distressed at their stubborn hearts, said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” He stretched it out, and his hand was completely restored.
Here we have the first reference in Mark’s Gospel to hardness of heart or stubborn hearts. This is a refusal to respond to God.

But it was not just the Pharisees who could be stubborn in heart.

In John 12:37-40 it was the common people; in Mark 6:52, it was Jesus’ own disciples.

A warning to us to have open hearts to what God wants.

Jesus is angry and deeply distressed at stubborn or hard hearts.

Worth checking ourselves – what are our hearts like? Are we willing to be open to the Holy Spirit showing us something new?
In response to the man’s need, Jesus tells him “Stretch out your hand” and heals him. Matthew adds that the arm was now just as sound as the other.

Jesus is willing to incur the anger of religious people in order to help the poor, sick and distressed.

Strange Companions 

6 Then the Pharisees went out and began to plot with the Herodians how they might kill Jesus.
The Pharisees were outraged at what they considered as a clear and deliberate breach of the law. So incensed were they by what Jesus did that the plotted with the supporters of Herod to kill him.

Religious legalism can so quickly turn to murder. We saw it in the death of Jesus. We see it today in religious fundamentalism.

The same miracle of grace can soften or harden the heart. It does not leave it untouched.

We must not quickly dismiss the challenge of this passage by saying, “I could never be like that!”  Seemingly good people have been driven to heinous acts under certain circumstances. 

Thousands of good Lutherans fell for Hitler’s lies.

We must be sure that we have soft, obedient hearts not stubborn, rebellious, murderous hearts.

As Charles Wesley’ lovely hymn states

Ready for all thy perfect will,

My acts of faith and love repeat, 
Till death thy endless mercies seal, 
And make the sacrifice complete
What about the Sabbath?

1. Law-Keeping including the Sabbath is not required for Salvation

21 But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.
Romans 3:21-26

Conceded that Sabbath keeping is not required for salvation, should Christians observe the Sabbath at all?

Point 1. The Jewish Sabbath is a Saturday not a Sunday.

Point 2. Sabbath observance is not a requirement of New Testament believers any more than the requirement to be circumcised or not to eat pork.
Point 3. But wasn’t the Sabbath God-ordained? Yes. But God has changed the rules. Sabbath observance was a sign of the Old Covenant.

Point 4. But don’t we need a day of rest? Yes, but not to be observed legalistically. Further there is the Spiritual Rest principle of Hebrews 4:3.
2. Observing one day as special is a matter of preference and we shouldn’t look down on people who view things differently
5 One man considers one day more sacred than another; another man considers every day alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind. 6 He who regards one day as special, does so to the Lord. … 13 Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another. Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or obstacle in your brother's way. 

3. Our over-riding motive should be to win people for Christ
19 Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. 20 To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. 21 To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God's law but am under Christ's law), so as to win those not having the law. 22 To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. 23 I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.

1 Cor 9:19-23

23 “Everything is permissible”—but not everything is beneficial. “Everything is permissible”—but not everything is constructive. 24 Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others.
1 Cor 10:23-24

32 Do not cause anyone to stumble, whether Jews, Greeks or the church of God— 33 even as I try to please everybody in every way. For I am not seeking my own good but the good of many, so that they may be saved.
1 Cor 10:32-33

The issue is not whether something is permissible on a Sunday or not. The real issue is whether it is permissible at all.

The question is not “Is it OK to go to a pub on a Sunday?” The question is whether it is OK to go to a pub at all?”

Further, there is the issue of priority. It may not be wrong to do something or go somewhere, but is it helpful for our growth as Christians? 

It may not be wrong to go to the cinema, but watching certain types of film might not be helpful to us and give a wrong signal to others. Further, the issue of priorities comes into play – should we engage in a particular pursuit if it means neglect of fellowship, prayer etc?

4. We should be led by the Spirit not under law

16 So I say, live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature. 17 For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature. They are in conflict with each other, so that you do not do what you want. 18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under law. 

19 The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; 20 idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions 21 and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God. 

22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law. 24 Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires. 25 Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit. 26 Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying each other.

The answer to the Christian life is living by the Spirit.

Conclusion
Are we, like the Pharisees, stuck in a Spirit-less Rule-Based Religion of Do’s and Don’ts or are we faith-based disciples of Jesus?

Rule-Based Religion

Nit-picking

Uncaring for the needs of those around us

Angry, murderous in thought to those who cross us

Stubborn, hard-hearted, not open to the Spirit of God

Faith-Based Discipleship

Fellowship - Enjoying Christ’s Presence

Spiritual Hunger Satisfied

Healing Experiences
Spirit Led

Let us be those who are Spirit-led rather than bound by Rule-based Religion.
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27 Then he said to them, "The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. 28 So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath."
1 Another time he went into the synagogue, and a man with a shrivelled hand was there. 2 Some of them were looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, so they watched him closely to see if he would heal him on the Sabbath. 3 Jesus said to the man with the shrivelled hand, "Stand up in front of everyone." 
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