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Lord of the Sabbath 

The Sabbath is a gift from God 
……………………………………..………………..Luke 6: 1 – 11…………………………………………..……………………                                  
“One Sabbath Jesus was going through the grainfields, and his disciples began to pick some 
heads of grain, rub them in their hands and eat the kernels.  2Some of the Pharisees asked, 
‘Why are you doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?’ 3Jesus answered them, ‘Have you never 
read what David did when he and his companions were hungry?  4He entered the house of 
God, and taking the consecrated bread, he ate what is lawful only for priests to eat.  And he 
also gave some to his companions.’  5Then Jesus said to them, ‘The Son of Man is Lord of the 
Sabbath.’ 6On another Sabbath he went into the synagogue and was teaching, and a man was 
there whose right hand was shriveled.  7The Pharisees and the teachers of the law were looking 
for a reason to accuse Jesus, so they watched him closely to see if he would heal on the 
Sabbath.  8But Jesus knew what they were thinking and said to the man with the shriveled 
hand, ‘Get up and stand in front of everyone.’  So he got up and stood there.  9Then Jesus said 
to them, ‘I ask you, which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to 
destroy it?’  10He looked around at them all, and then said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand.’ 
He did so, and his hand was completely restored.  11But they were furious and began to discuss 
with one another what they might do to Jesus.” 
 Since before Christmas, I’ve purposefully stayed in the gospel of Luke so that you could 
see Jesus; really get to know about his life and what he did and taught.  Maybe you’ve been 
surprised too, to realize that he wasn’t at all ‘soft’ when it came to the Pharisees and the other 
‘teachers of the law.’ 
 It’s easy to have a mental picture of a mild, and meek Jesus who doesn’t provoke conflict, 
don’t you think?  Maybe it’s from all those serene songs we sing about Jesus, I’m not sure.  But 
that’s not really who Jesus is, is it? 
 Jesus came to wage war against evil.  Even at Jesus’ birth, ‘Old’ Simeon in the Temple told 
his mother, Mary, ‘This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and 
to be a sign that will be spoken against, so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed.’ 
(Luke 2:33 -35) 

Once his ministry launched, Jesus didn’t back down when it came to standing up for God’s 
truth.  He was determined to unmask false piety.  Already, since Chapter 4 in Luke, we have seen 
Jesus rejected and almost stoned in his hometown by people who should have welcomed his 
message. We have witnessed the Religious Leaders becoming furious, instead of being grateful, 
when he healed and cast out demons. 
 It was when Jesus forgave the paralyzed man’s sins that the Religious Leaders began 
plotting his demise.  For him to heal was bad enough, but when he claimed God’s privilege of 
forgiving sins, Jesus crossed a line that made them see ‘red.’ 
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 But Jesus didn’t hide from them.  In plain sight he continued to threaten their authority 
and defy their rules.  He used a different standard to choose his disciples.  He seemed to prefer 
keeping company with sinners over living piously.  Jesus even dared to tell them that their 
religion didn’t fit with God’s plan. 
 So, they followed him, spying; trying to catch him doing something unlawful so they could 
get rid of him. 
 I don’t think there were binoculars back in that day, so it makes me wonder how close the 
Pharisees were when they caught Jesus’ disciples ‘picking’ heads off the stalks of grain, ‘rubbing 
them’ in their hands and ‘eating them’. 
 They immediately pounced on the opportunity to accuse Jesus of allowing his disciples to 
break the Sabbath law.  It seems like such a trivial thing to us now, but there were so many ways 
you could sin on a Sabbath according to Jewish Law.  

The Jewish Law was called the ‘Mishnah,’ and listed thirty-nine (39) activities that were 
not allowed on the Sabbath.1  Under severe penalty, no one was permitted to do anything that 
even slightly resembled ‘work’ on a Sabbath.   

So, to the Pharisees, the simple act of picking a head of grain, separating the grain, and 
then putting it in their mouths was breaking the Sabbath Law. The disciples were declared guilty 
of breaking four (4) separate Sabbath laws: ‘reaping’, ‘threshing’, ‘winnowing’, and ‘preparing 
food’.  But Jesus wouldn’t put up with their distortion of God’s original purpose of the Sabbath. 

Jesus told the Pharisees that ‘the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.’ Because Jesus was 
with God on that very first Sabbath, when they created the world together, authority over what 
is proper on the Sabbath truly belongs to him.   

Jesus respected the law, but he also knew that human need often trumped strict 
obedience to it.  He reminded the Pharisees that when David needed food for his men, a priest 
gave them sacred bread that was forbidden for them to eat, which was a serious violation of the 
law.  (1 Samuel 21:1-6)   Jesus declared that his men were also justified in their hunger to eat a 
few grains of wheat. 

Jesus then added to their rage by healing a man’s ‘shriveled right hand’ in full defiance of 
them in the synagogue.  The only kind of healing the Religious Leaders permitted on a Sabbath 
was to save a life in an emergency.  The man’s hand was not a life-or-death matter, so Jesus was 
breaking their law.   

Jesus asked them to justify their reasoning.  Would they choose ‘good’ or ‘life’ for God’s 
glory on the Sabbath?  The sad thing is that they couldn’t chose either, because they were too 
intent on plotting evil toward Jesus. 

I think that many Christians are still confused about how to choose what is ‘good’ to do 
on the Sabbath.  We are not quite sure what God thinks is OK to do on Sunday and what isn’t.   
I admit that I have to work very hard not to automatically default to what I was taught.   

 
1 Darrell L. Bock, The NIV Application Commentary: Luke, (Zondervan: Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1996), 171. 
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I vividly remember what my Dad said almost every Sunday morning.  We would drive by 
the Tennis Club on our way to church.  On warm-enough days, my Dad would slow down to see 
which of his tennis friends were already out on the courts.  He would shake his head and say, 
‘tsk, tsk,…There’s Dave… doesn’t he know it’s Sunday?’  We got the message. 

Without exception, we knew that Sunday morning was for church.  To be fair, though, my 
Dad had inherited Sabbath rules from his parents.  To choose tennis over church was, obviously, 
a serious violation.  His other Sabbath taboos included pierced ears, wearing the color red, open-
toed shoes, sleeveless outfits and giggling during worship.   

My mother loved to laugh, though, so the last rule was particularly hard for her. It was 
also hard for my sister and me.  It is so hard NOT to do the thing you’re not supposed to do!  So 
many Sundays we failed miserably!  One particular Christmas Eve something in the choir loft 
struck us as especially funny and we three giggled so hard that we shook the pew. ‘Oy vey’!  My 
poor Dad! 

I continued some of my father’s Sabbath rules with our own children.  For a while it was 
easy to delay playing baseball until 1 PM on Sundays, because our community also sanctified 
Sunday mornings.  But then when public opinion changed that policy, we needed to decide what 
best honored God for our family. Maybe you also struggle trying to sort out your own Sabbath 
‘dos’ and ‘don’ts’?   

In the Bible we see from the start in Genesis that God ‘blessed the 7th day’ in Creation 
and ‘made it’ a ‘holy’ day.  (Genesis 2: 2-3)  The Bible says that God ‘rested from all the work of 
creating.’  God didn’t rest because He was tired.   

‘Sabbath,’ or ‘Shabbat,’ in Hebrew means ‘to cease’ doing work.  God ‘rested’ because He 
wanted to enjoy what He had made. God enjoyed spending time with His creation, and 
especially with Adam and Eve.  The Sabbath Day is still a day set aside for us to enjoy time with 
God. 

The Sabbath became a Law after God rescued Israel from slavery in Egypt.  On Mt. Sinai, 
God gave Moses the Ten Commandments, and we know what the 4th Commandment says, don’t 
we? 

‘Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.  Six days you shall labor and do all your 
work, 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.  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.’ (Exodus 20: 8 – 11)  

It appears that God was very serious about His special day.  After spending centuries as 
slaves to Pharoah and working seven days a week, God was now appointing a day of rest and 
renewal.   It was a gift of rest from God to them.  On every 7th day, God commanded people to 
stop their normal busy-ness, rest from their work and appreciate His goodness toward them. 
(Exodus 31: 12 – 17)   
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If you read the details in Deuteronomy and Leviticus, you realize that God wasn’t just 
making a ‘suggestion,’ or nicely asking Israel keep His Sabbath holy only if they wanted to.  God 
actually demanded that they take 24 hours after every six days to thank Him for rescuing them. 

Through these two passages, we can see that God intended the Sabbath to be at least 
these three things:  1) A time to enjoy God’s presence; and 2) a time to rest from work; and 3) 
a time to thank God for His saving mercy.  The Sabbath was created to bring blessing into our 
lives and not misery. 

When I was a teenager, I didn’t like Sundays at all.  I dreaded the time spent in Sunday 
School and the dull worship service.  I guess I needed a rule back then because otherwise, I 
wouldn’t have gone to church.  But look at me now!  My perspective certainly has changed.  The 
Sabbath is now a day to look forward to, when I get recharged and reoriented by God.   

Sabbaths have become a blessing because I know how much I need them.  I appreciate 
the little time carved into the week that belongs to God, because without it, life’s busyness could 
very easily shut Him out.  It is very easy to lose our bearings in the world if we stay away too 
long from the company of other Christians. 

If we neglect to take time to focus on Him, and to be filled up again with God’s Word and 
promises, what happens to us?  It’s far too easy for our souls to become withered, and for our 
hearts to be overrun with anxieties. Separated from God, we become unable to distinguish 
between God’s truth and the untruths of the world.   

How then, does God want us to keep His Sabbath today?  A lot has happened since Sinai.  
We Christians no longer have to follow the ceremonial law to make ourselves holy before God.  
Jesus has come and has died and has made us right with God. 

What kind of rules does God still have for Sundays?  Creating lists of ‘Dos and don’ts’ might 
seem to be the solution to the dilemma, but they can only go so far.  Religious Leaders of all 
kinds are always tempted to over-regulate – to make rules for every imaginable situation.  But 
In the end, it’s really between you and God.   

As you decide how best to spend your Sabbath, ask yourself this simple question: ‘Am I 
honoring God or neglecting God?’  All of the other add-on rules kind of fade away when we begin 
there.  There are many decisions that really should only be made between you and God. 

Because of Jesus, The Ten Commandments are still in effect as God’s ‘moral’ law but take 
on new meaning.  They are not a way to become acceptable to God, but a way to honor God, 
who has made us His own through Jesus. 

Jesus showed us that human need and suffering are dear to God’s heart.  To Jesus and to 
God, the Sabbath was meant for prospering in God by growing more and more secure in God.  

When the Sabbath is reframed as a blessing and not as a burden, we can appreciate the 
gift it truly is. It is amazing that God would set aside one day every week just so that He can 
spend it with us!   

Now that is something to giggle about!  Amen. 


