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“Sabbath Lessons”      Text – Mark 2:23-3:6        OT Reading – 1 Samuel 21:1-9

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
In the creation account of Genesis 1, we read that Adam and Eve were created on the 6th day and that God rested on the 7th day.  And we know from the 4th commandment that the 7th day was the Sabbath Day.  
What this means then is that the first full day that Adam and Eve experienced in Eden was a Sabbath.  They weren’t created and then worked for a week and then had the Sabbath.  No, they first enjoyed a Sabbath.  
They first enjoyed a day in which to delight in God and in all His creation blessings.

But then came the Fall, which infected every part of creation, including the nature of Sabbath rest.  And so, as time goes by, we see the need for laws about the Sabbath and we see the Sabbath become a point of tension and conflict in the relationship between God and His people.  
But one thing is clear – throughout the Bible, the Sabbath is something of major importance.  It receives a lot of attention.  And the ultimate reason why this is so is made plain in Hebrews 4.  For there we read about the link between the Sabbath rest and the perfect rest of heaven.  
So we have this day that has its origins in creation but also points forward to the ‘rest’ of heaven.  

And so, it is not surprising that this day and what it means and what we may or may not do on it becomes a source of running conflict between Jesus and the leaders of the Jews.  
And the outcome of these conflicts was important, first of all, for Jesus’ disciples, who, as part of the Jewish culture of that time, needed to rediscover what this day meant but also to see what Jesus Christ meant to this day, 
and, secondly, for all who read the Bible on this side of the cross.  For we too have the fourth commandment and the eternal rest of heaven to look forward to; we also have this day in which to find our rest in the Lord Jesus Christ.

So let’s ponder these things as we consider these last two episodes in this series of confrontations that Jesus has been having with the Jewish leaders since 2:1.  And we take them together because they both have the Sabbath Day as their point of controversy.  
So, Sabbath Lessons Learned from the Lord of the Sabbath.  And as we look at these episodes, we simply consider the circumstances that lead to the question and then Jesus’ reply.
So first of all, we look at vv23-24.  And the circumstances are pretty straight forward although there is some additional information that we are given by Matthew and Luke in their record of this episode, which I will alert you to as we go along. 

1. So it is a Sabbath day; the day of rest.  
2. And Jesus and the disciples are going through the grain fields.  And Matthew tells us that the disciples “were hungry.”   And this is important, as we shall soon see.  So they “pick some heads of grain,” and, as Luke tells us, they “rubbed them in their hands.”  And that was the ordinary way to eat the wheat.  You had to do that to get rid of the non-edible bits.  Boys and girls, it’s kind of like removing peanut shells so you just have the peanuts left.  
a. Well, Jesus and the disciples were sons of the covenant.  They were Israelites who were bound to live according to the Law of Moses.  And Deuteronomy 23:25 says, “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.”  
i. And this law was to do with care of the poor.  There was to be an easy to access source of food available to those who could not buy food.  But the poor were not to take advantage of the farmer’s generosity.  They could use their hands but not a sickle.  
A. So this was God’s social welfare policy, if you will – You ‘who have,’ provide for those ‘who have not.’  But you ‘who have not,’ do not take advantage of ‘the haves’! 
ii. But if you were a Pharisee, this is where it got complicated.  You see, according to the            4th Commandment, six days you do all your work but on the seventh day you rest – you and your daughter and ox and donkey…   Right?  
A. And listen to Exodus 34:21, which speaks about this same commandment, “Six days you shall labour, but on the seventh day you shall rest; even during the plowing season and harvest you must rest.”  So, harvesting is explicitly mentioned as inappropriate on the Sabbath.  
iii. And so, as the Pharisees thought this through, wanting to carefully keep God’s law, plucking grain is surely a form of harvesting, right?  So, while it might be OK to pluck grain to eat on the first 6 days of the week, you could not do so on the Sabbath, because that was work.   
A. And the way they reasoned things through in their commentary on the Law of Moses, plucking grain was a form of harvesting or reaping, and rubbing it together was a form of threshing the wheat, and as the extra bits fell away, well, that was winnowing.  
1) So there were three sins being committed by the disciples, which were all sins against the Sabbath.
b. Can you see then how they got from the Lord’s commands to the rules of men?  And believers ever since have fallen into this same trap.  Indeed, each of us has to guard against this spirit of adding to the Law of God or perhaps we could phrase it this way, of adding to the gospel of God’s grace in Jesus Christ.
i. Let me illustrate this for you: One of the things that makes a member of the Roman Catholic church distinguishable from a member of an Eastern Orthodox church is           the sign of the cross.  
A. An Orthodox person makes the sign of the cross with three fingers – thumb, index and middle finger - representing the Trinity – and the other two fingers pressed to the palm – representing the divine and human natures of Christ - and moves from right to left.  
B. The Roman Catholic makes the sign of the cross with an open hand of five fingers – representing the five wounds of Christ – and moves from left to right.  
C. Now, to further complicate things, the Russian orthodox used to use just two fingers – representing the divine and human natures of Christ - with the remaining three pressed down.  But in the 17th century, the Patriarch of the Russian church ordered that from that time one, three fingers be used.  And this led to schism in the Russian Orthodox church.  And so even today you will still find Russian Old believer churches that hold firm to the two finger form of signing the cross.  
D. So, where in the Bible do we turn to find out whether it is to be two, three, or five fingers?  Do you boys and girls have any idea?  Read all you like, and you will not find this matter specified anywhere. 
ii. Now, that may not be our problem.  But we can be guilty of this same error when we make something like whether we drink wine or grape juice at the Lord’s Supper, or from a common cup, a test of godliness, or whether or not we attend an Ascension Day or Christmas Day service, or whether we use this Bible version and not that one, or, in terms of the Lord’s Day, whether this or that activity is in keeping with the Lord’s Day.  
A. Now, this is not to say that there must be an explicit command about something for it to be wrong.  So as we think about Gospel-centred living, there are biblical principles that need to be taken into account as well as explicit commands.  
B. But questions we should be asking of ourselves as we open our mouths to speak about what is right or wrong or as we make judgments in our minds is: Have I added in three logical steps of my own to arrive at a rule that is of me and not of the Lord?  Have I ignored other biblical principles that are relevant to this matter?  And, remembering Romans 12 and 1 Cor. 13, what priority am I giving to love in my dealings with other believers?  So, does the Lord require this or do I?   
Well, let’s now turn our attention to the reply of Jesus.  
1. And Jesus calls their attention to an episode from the OT that we read earlier.  And before we say anything else, let’s note here that Jesus He answers their question from the Bible.  
a. And brothers and sisters and young people and boys and girls, this should be our first instinct when we are in discussions with some one else about faith and life.  Not what do I think but what does the Bible say?  
i. You see, what I think or what John Calvin said or what John Macarthur wrote or what the Heidelberg catechism says may be useful, but it is not the bare word of the Lord.  And nothing speaks more powerfully; nothing comes with more authority than the Word of God.  
ii. And of course, this will require us to know our Bibles.  
A. The time will come when all of the boys and girls must be self-disciplined in terms of reading and studying the Bible.  
B. But until then, parents, it is our primary responsibility to read the Bible and teach the Bible to our children.  This is what we have vowed to do, before the Lord, at baptism.  
C. And secondly, as we also heard in the baptism form, each of us in the congregation, as we have opportunity, are obligated to do this when our children are in each other’s homes, or in Creche or Sunday school or catechism or cadets, etc.  
D. And these years are so important for building up a storehouse of the stories and the teachings of the Bible. 
E. But we are never finished with knowing the Bible and knowing how to use it for God’s glory and the building up of others.   That’s why we pray, regularly, that we might grow in wisdom and understanding and why we carefully listen to the reading and preaching of the Bible and study it for ourselves and with others.  
b. Well, one more technical detail before we consider the message as a whole.  Perhaps some of you noticed that while Jesus refers here to the days of “Abiathar the high priest,” in 1 Sam 21 we read about David and Ahimelech the priest.  And so, many people point to this verse as one of the mistakes in the Bible that show it is just the work of men.  
i. Well, I am not going to give you all of the cross references to work this out, but let me assure you that there is no mistake here.  Abiathar was the son of Ahimelech and a priest at this time also.  Ahimelech died soon after this encounter and Abiathar joined David and became a ‘famous’ high priest.  And even though Abiathar was not high priest at the time of this episode, it is quite common for us to speak about them with the title that they later enjoyed even in reference to things they did before they got into that office.  And so, for example, I could show you the primary school that Prim-minister John Key went to even though he was not Prime-minister when he was at primary school (  OK?  
A. The accusation of a mistake here then is just silliness.  So be encouraged that when you discover for yourself or someone points you to something in the Bible that at first doesn’t seem to add up, rest assured that further study will reveal a reasonable explanation.  This is the Word of the Lord! 
c. So, let’s get back to the answer of Jesus.  And He is making a point here about Himself and about the Sabbath.  
i. He points the Pharisees to the time when David took consecrated temple bread and gave it to his men because they were hungry and in need.  
A. From Exodus 25 and Leviticus 24, we learn that 12 loaves of bread were to be baked and laid out on the table in the House of the Lord every Sabbath day.  And on the next Sabbath Day, when new bread was laid out, the priests alone were to eat the old loaves in the holy place.  So it became known as consecrated bread.  But note how Jesus justifies what David did.  David and his companions “were hungry and in need.”  And as we noted earlier in connection with the disciples of Jesus, they too were hungry.  So the point here is that need can trump or override even Sabbath command.  
ii. And this is made even plainer in Matthew’s account where Jesus went on to say this, “Or haven't you read in the Law that on the Sabbath the priests in the temple desecrate the day and yet are innocent?”  
A. On the Sabbath, the people were to stop working and go to the Lord’s house and hear preaching.  But that meant someone had to do the work of preaching!  
B. And it is the same today.  You all stop work to come to church and hear the preaching.  But for that to happen, I have to work.  So while the Lord forbids us from working on the Lord’s Day, it is necessary that some work so that we may all benefit from the proper activities of the Lord’s Day.   
iii. So, in terms of the Sabbath, need can trump or override Sabbath command.  
A. David was Israel’s king and the deliverer of Israel.  And for he and his men to do their work, it was necessary that this divine command be broken.  
1) But that was OK because God’s law is not meant to kill or cause hardship.  
2) God’s law exists to lead His people to the love and service of the Lord.  
3) The Sabbath was created to bless man by it and to let him enjoy the freedom of serving the Lord.  
d. And this is what Jesus means with this phrase that only Mark records, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.”  
i. As we said right at the beginning of the sermon, God created man and then gave him a Sabbath to enjoy.  God did not create the Sabbath and then create a man to fit into what the Sabbath means!  
ii. So, given that God had explicitly given His people permission to satisfy their hunger – a most basic need – by plucking grain, it was to the shame of the Pharisees that they invented a law of their own that led people to believe this was wrong to do and that this was God’s law.  
A. For in so doing, they were teaching the people that God wanted them to go hungry on the Sabbath.  Do you see how out of step that is with the character of a gracious and merciful and compassionate God of life and provision?  It was a wickedness.  
2. Matthew tells us that Jesus went on to say, “I tell you that one greater than the temple is here.  If you had known what these words mean, 'I desire mercy, not sacrifice,' you would not have condemned the innocent.”  And then, the words of v28, “The Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.”  
a. And people of God, these are theologically ‘pregnant’ words!  These are words of challenge.  These are words that demand a response of either belief or unbelief.  
i. To claim that you are greater than the temple in the presence of a Pharisee, if you will pardon the earthly illustration, is something like claiming to be a better No7 than Richie McCaw in the presence of a Cantabrian!  OK?  It would have been received by them as a terrible blasphemy.  
ii. And if that was not bad enough, that title, “Son of Man,” to a Jew, meant one particular verse of the Bible – Dan. 7:13.  For there Daniel describes a vision he had.  He says, “In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence.  He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him.  His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.”  
iii. Do you see what Jesus is saying here then?  I am He.  I am that Son of Man who has the authority!  You Rabbis have never criticized David for setting aside a divine command of the Lord.  
A. So surely, I, Jesus, can set aside your man-made rules?  
B. Surely I, Jesus, can truly declare the will of my Father in heaven.  
C. Surely I, Jesus, can set my people free from the bondage of the law that you Pharisees have hung around their necks?  
iv. Do you know what words Jesus speaks before this account of Sabbath grain is told in Matthew’s Gospel?  He said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”  
A. Says Jesus, Surely I can rescue the Sabbath so that once again my people may use it to find their rest in me.  
Well, you might be nervously thinking to yourself that he hasn’t yet said anything about chapter 3:1-6.  Will we ever get home?  But rest assured, while we could easily deal with this episode in a separate sermon, today we take it as a continuation of same theme of the episode we have just considered, but which adds something more about the nature of the Sabbath and the glory and goodness and compassion and love of the Lord Jesus.  So we will be done in one or two more minutes!  
1. This episode, is evidence that the Pharisees have hardened their hearts against Jesus.  Rather than believe in Him, they have now decided that He must be trapped and killed.  And they seek to do this by ‘planting’ a sick man in the presence of Jesus to see if Jesus will heal him.  How wicked.  How evil!  How twisted they are in their understanding of God and His law and now of Jesus who has come to save and to set free.  
2. So Jesus tells the man to stand up and he does.  And He then asks a question of the Pharisees, “Which is lawful to do on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?”  
a. And while His question should have been deeply convicting for them, instead, it becomes, instead, as their hateful hearts are exposed for all to see, more reason for them to hate Jesus.  
3. And so, as we see in v6, they joined with their own political enemies – And people of God, this is like the Conservative Party and the Greens forming a coalition!  You couldn’t get more opposite in religion and politics than the Pharisee and the Herodians.  But their hatred of Jesus overrules everything else that they disagree about.
4. But having shown us that works of necessity are entirely in keeping with Lord’s Day observance, here Jesus reveals that works of mercy or kindness or good are also in keeping with Lord’s Day observance.  
a. Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, you are free to visit the sick or the frail, or to relieve someone’s pain and discomfort, or to write a letter to someone in prison or a sponsor child, or to bake some muffins for that family with a sick child.  
b. You are free to do the good that is in keeping with what the Bible describes and what Jesus models as good and merciful.  
c. The reality of life, you see, is that you have many many responsibilities that you need to be busy with from Monday to Saturday.  So the Lord marks off one day – the Lord’s Day; He clears your calendar, so to speak, so you are free to worship Him through acts of kindness toward others.  
i. Remember Matthew 25 and the separation of the sheep and goats?  Remember Jesus saying, that visit, that offer of food or drink, that act of kindness that you did to one of the least of my brothers, “you did for me.”
Congregation, it is a terrible and wicked thing that some take stories like these in the Gospels and wave them around as ‘proof’ that we no longer have to observe the Lord’s Day.   

The Lord’s Day, the Christian Sabbath, points us to Him and the life and the freedom and the rest that we have in Him.  

On this day, we are to rest so that we may worship and we are to worship so that we may rest.  

On this day, we are to rest in Jesus, the Lord of the Sabbath, and we are to look forward to the eternal rest that shall be ours when Jesus comes again.   Amen.

