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Introduction: a right view of the law? 

 

• Most of us have some kind of competitive streak in us. 

o It is gratifying when we can compare ourselves to others in some way to get some 

assurance that we are going OK. 

o All of us would rather be in the top half of something, better than average, than to be 

not doing so well. 

o For example, whenever they do surveys on whether people think they are good 

drivers, about 75% of people say they believe they are better than average. 

▪ You don’t need to be a mathematician to know that that percentage cannot be 

right! 

▪ 50% of people are better than average drivers; many people think they are but 

are not. 

o This ranking goes all through our lives in all kinds of ways. 

▪ If we play sports, we know if our team wins or loses, and in individual sports, 

we often get timed and compared to others. 

▪ In school, academic results are marked on how we go compared to others, 

whether you think NAPLAN or ATAR or any standard measure. 

▪ And when we’re older, we also remain competitive so often, comparing our 

houses to those of other people, our holidays to others, our clothes to others, 

and perhaps our behaviour to others. 

▪ We are easily people who compare, people who want to know where we fit. 

 

• Today we are looking at some legal issues with the Jewish law. 

o Maybe that doesn’t excite you, but it is far more relevant than you realise. 

o The solemn religious people of Jesus’ day used the law as a competition, a burden 

and duty and kept it with all of their heart. 

o Jesus tried to correct their thinking; that’s the wrong way to think about the law, and 

the wrong way to treat other people. 

 

Context: the light yoke of Jesus 

 

• Our passage today is not the first time Jesus has been in conflict with the religious leaders of 

his day. 

o He spoke to them in chapter 9 about the impossibility of relying on traditions and 

rules, saying they needed to accept the new and not just add Jesus to things to do. 

o The Pharisees, the opponents in these episodes, were people who had a very high 

view of the law. 

▪ They felt everyone should keep every little law. 

▪ They became the moral policemen of the day, enforcing a high standard of 

rule-keeping. 

▪ For all their good intentions, Jesus keeps telling them they have 

misunderstood. 

 

• Look at your Bibles in front of you; there is a heading at the top of v12. 
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o That heading was not there when Matthew wrote his gospel; it was added much later 

on by the publisher. 

o The problem with the heading is not that it says anything wrong. 

o The problem is that it signals to us that we are changing the topic; the bit after the 

heading must be something completely new. 

o That is not true. 

o Yes, the two episodes in our text are in a different place and time to the last bit of 

chapter 11, but they are very much connected. 

o Jesus just said that instead of a burden, he offers rest; instead of hard labour, his yoke 

is easy, and his burden is light. 

o In our passage today, he illustrates that for us. 

o We see the difference between religion with all its expectations and burdens and 

following Jesus with its freedom and joy. 

 

TRANSITION Jesus claimed that following him was easy compared to the burdens that the people 

were experiencing at that time. He illustrates that in the next episode: 

 

1. Knowing Jesus is more important than following the rules (v1-8) 

 

• The Sabbath was a big deal in Jesus’ day. 

o The Sabbath was the one day in every seven that you did no work; it was on 

Saturday. 

o In the ten commandments, it was clear that observing the Sabbath, taking time off to 

enjoy God and worship Him, was super important. 

o A typical Sabbath would involve going to the synagogue, like our church, and having 

a very quiet rest of the day. 

o As to precisely what you could do on that day, opinions varied. The OT doesn’t give 

us much detail on what it looks like. 

o Over time, traditions had sprung up which filled in the gaps: you couldn’t walk more 

than a certain distance, you couldn’t lift things above a certain weight, and the 

definition of what work was also tightened up. 

o The way you kept the Sabbath was a good guide as to how serious a Jew you were, 

how seriously you took the law. 

o It was observable, unlike some of the other commands like coveting and adultery. 

 

• In Matthew 12:1, we get the context for Jesus’ discussion with the Pharisees. 

o The disciples were walking through a field; that wasn’t unusual. 

▪ Walking on the Sabbath was fine, and paths often went through or on the 

edges of fields, so this was not trespassing. 

▪ The disciples were having a snack as they walked, taking some heads of grain 

and eating. 

▪ This was allowed in the law too; travellers could take some as they went. 

▪ The only issue was that they did this on the Sabbath Day. 

 

• In v2, the Pharisees complained to Jesus that his disciples were breaking the law. 

o They were likely accused of harvesting, which is work. 

o It is petty, a small point, and debatable too; they were not farmers trying to get in 

some illicit harvesting! 

o They were out for a walk and having a snack.  

o Yet the Pharisees took this very seriously, and the disciples stand accused. 

 

• We might expect Jesus to attack their traditions which overlaid the law, as he did elsewhere. 

It was, after all, debatable whether his disciples were breaking the law at all. 

o But no, he takes a different tack here. 
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o He doesn’t say that it’s only a tradition, but he goes on to use this as an opportunity to 

speak about the law and how to think about it. 

o This episode has illustrated the burden the religious leaders put on people; Jesus says 

a right understanding of the law would be very different. 

 

• Jesus uses two examples from the OT to make a point; firstly an episode from David’s life in 

v3-4, and then an illustration about priests. 

 

• First, the example of David. 

o We read the passage earlier in the service. 

o You can read it in 1 Samuel 21. 

o David was the anointed king at this time, but Saul was the reigning king. 

o Saul was trying to kill David, and he was on the run. 

o David needed to survive; he arrived at the tabernacle and lied to the priests, saying 

that he was on a secret errand for the king. 

o He was given and ate some special bread that was only for the priests according to the 

law. 

▪ The law was very clear; this was special bread. David should never have 

eaten it. 

o Yet he ate it, and so did his men. 

o Jesus doesn’t just remind them of this story; he implies something. 

o He implies that the Scriptures don’t condemn David for doing this. 

o In other words, yes, it was a law that was broken, but in the circumstance, when the 

king had need, he broke the law and was not condemned. 

o There is precedence for breaking the law if you were the king. 

 

• This has to raise some issues in the minds of the Pharisees. 

o The disciples were not exactly starving, after all. It’s not an emergency like with 

David.  

o And that episode was about the mighty King David! For this Scripture to apply here, 

Jesus must be saying that he is like King David! 

o They would be right. 

o He is. Jesus is saying that he is greater than King David. 

o Because of who he is, he is greater than David, greater than the law; in fact, Jesus is 

who the law and David pointed forward to. 

o So, if Jesus permitted his disciples to eat grain as they walked, that would not be 

condemned. 

 

• The second example is that of the priests in v5. 

o Everyone was supposed to stop their usual work on the Sabbath. Everyone. 

o But there were Sabbath sacrifices and offerings such as those in Num 28:9-10; this 

means that priests had to work on the Sabbath to do the offering. 

▪ And that was their usual work; technically, they were breaking the law. 

▪ However, v5 says that they are guiltless, for the temple is of greater 

importance than keeping the Sabbath. 

o Again, this raises issues in the minds of the Pharisees. 

▪ Sure, the temple needs to keep going on the Sabbath, fair enough. 

▪ They could concede that point. 

▪ But that’s the temple. That’s different. 

o Well, Jesus says in v6, actually no it isn’t. 

▪ One greater than the temple is here. 

▪ Jesus is God with his people, the one who came to be the sacrifice for our 

sins. 

▪ He is greater than the temple, so like the priests, he is greater than the law. 
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• You might wonder something here. The issue is a pretty minor one, taking some heads of 

wheat for a snack. 

o But Jesus is making a more significant point; it is the principle, not the actual issue in 

focus here. 

o If they misapply the law on this small point, they will get the focus all wrong in lots 

of other ways too. 

 

• V7 makes it clear that Jesus is not finished. 

o Once again, he quotes Hosea 6:6, a verse he has cited to the Pharisees before. 

o God desires mercy over sacrifice.  

▪ That’s a principle they have not understood, and it warps their thinking. 

▪ It reveals their attitude as one of competition, of judging and burden and 

duty, rather than one of compassion. 

o The Pharisees were quick to condemn the disciples for lawbreaking. 

▪ Out to judge who is OK and who is not; they were moral policemen. 

▪ Jesus has shown that the disciples are guiltless, for they are companions of 

the king, the one greater than the temple. 

▪ The Pharisees should have noted that this was not a significant breach, was 

quite understandable, and should be keen to show mercy, not judgement. 

▪ But they rushed to judge rather than to rush to show mercy. 

 

• I think there are useful things we can take from this. 

o How do you think about other Christians? 

o With our competitive mindset, our pattern of comparing ourselves to others, we can 

be quick to condemn people in our own minds. 

o Oh, I would never do something like that, we might say. 

o Oh, that is not right. They shouldn’t be doing that. 

o That might make us feel superior, but it’s an ungodly and dangerous way to think. 

o We need mercy over judgement; we need to help people with their lives, not condemn 

them for their decisions. 

o We must not be Pharisees, being the moral policemen of others. That leads to fear and 

duty and burdens. 

o We must be keen to encourage and help, and not be so quick to condemn. 

 

• V8 sums up the situation: the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath. 

o The boss, the one it was made for, the one who it points to. 

▪ We must not just focus on the sign and forget that it points to something. 

▪ It would be like holding onto the advertisement for a concert but then not 

going to the concert itself. 

▪ The advertisement might be pretty and informative, but it points to something 

bigger. 

▪ The Sabbath was intended to be a blessing, but also to point to the one who 

can genuinely offer rest for our souls, as 11:28 said. 

o The Sabbath points to the rest we have in Jesus, knowing our sins are paid for, and we 

are loved and accepted into God’s family if we trust Jesus. 

▪ It was supposed to be a blessing; we must not make a blessing into a burden 

and a duty. 

 

• I need to point something out here, for it is possible to draw the wrong logical conclusion 

from this argument of Jesus. 

o We might think, well, I am a disciple of Jesus too!  

▪ Jesus’ disciples don’t have to be super strict about the law, so I don’t have to 

be either. 



5 
 

▪ Maybe the law is more like the pirate code, more like guidelines than actual 

rules we need to keep. 

▪ If I follow Jesus, I am free from all laws and can live how I like! 

o Well, no. That’s not something we can conclude from this. 

▪ The disciples and Jesus still observed the Sabbath. 

▪ Jesus himself said he didn’t come to do away with the law. 

▪ No, the law is a good thing, God showing us how to live and respond as 

saved people. 

▪ The change here is that we don’t need to think that if we break some small 

part of the law, that this puts out outside God’s love. 

▪ God is not looking for legalists and law-keepers; he wants children, those 

who love to serve him and strive to be like him. 

▪ The law should be a joy as we strive to live as God wants, and with the help 

of the Holy Spirit, we are better able to keep God’s law. 

 

• Jesus is the only one who perfectly kept the law. You cannot do it. 

o So following Jesus is easy and light in comparison to keeping the law! 

o We don’t need to be weighed down with duty and disappointment with ourselves, and 

competitiveness with others. 

o We can enjoy the fact that Jesus is our King and strive to serve him as best we can. 

o Don’t get hung up on all the details; you are not saved through the law. 

o Live as God intends with joy as best you can. 

 

TRANSITION Matthew, as he so often does, puts episodes with connections together. The next 

one happened on a different Sabbath and developed a similar point: 

 

2. Following Jesus involves rest and mercy, not just obeying rules (v9-13) 

 

• V9 sees Jesus enter a synagogue service, much like our modern church service. 

o Jesus is challenged to see how he will respond to the issue of healing on the Sabbath. 

o We are told in v10 that they wanted to accuse him; this is no honest investigation to 

try to understand the law correctly. 

 

• The health issue in question is a man who had a withered hand. 

o This is very likely a long-term problem, not the kind of thing that happens quickly. 

o The man had likely had this disability for years. 

o So, the situation is not an emergency; Jesus could have waited until the day after the 

Sabbath to heal him. 

▪ That would be the usual Rabbinic advice. Come back tomorrow. Today is a 

day off, no healings or anything like that done on Saturdays. 

o Jesus takes a different and more compassionate course of action; he wants to make a 

point, like the previous episode. 

 

• From v11, again Jesus uses a principle to explain his position. 

o Sheep were expensive and valuable. 

▪ If a sheep fell into a pit on the Sabbath, anyone would lift it out from where it 

was stuck. 

▪ It’s common sense. 

▪ But, if you did that, you would be working. You would be lifting. You would 

technically break the law. 

▪ And it’s not an emergency. The sheep would likely still be there tomorrow; 

after all, it’s not going anywhere! 

▪ In that situation, people wouldn’t be speaking of law-keeping at all; they 

would do what needed to be done. 
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o A person is worth much more than a sheep, even though sheep are valuable. 

▪ So, of course, helping a person must then be fine. 

▪ The conclusion is logical and clear: you can do good on the Sabbath. 

▪ Restricting the good to the following day is unloving and unnecessary; it puts 

law-keeping above showing mercy. 

 

• What the Pharisees had done was put law-keeping above more important things. 

• We know all about silly laws and regulations, right? 

o Every government has some.  

o If you travel to the USA, you need to fill out a form and answer questions to get a 

visa. 

▪ One of the questions asks if you intend to commit an act of terrorism while in 

the United States. 

▪ I wonder if anyone says yes! Even terrorists won’t say yes! 

▪ But someone, somewhere, decided that this question must be asked to 

everyone, however foolish. 

o Or there was the case of Piotr Kucy in Poland, who was accidentally declared to be 

dead when he was alive and well. 

▪ No-one knew how to correct the mistake. 

▪ Because he was officially dead, he couldn’t work or get social security. 

▪ The fact he was standing in front of a potential employer alive and well 

didn’t count; the computer said he was dead! 

▪ The plus side was that he didn’t have to pay tax either! 

o Rules make us feel like we are in or out, and following rules give us a sense of power 

and place. 

▪ But we should not rely blindly on rules; Jesus is encouraging us to use our 

minds, to think about what shows most mercy and expresses our thanks to 

God the best. 

▪ In this case, healing the man was kinder than not healing, and it was fine to 

officially break the Sabbath to do it. 

 

• Jesus does the healing in v13, again perfectly as we have seen so often in Matthew. 

o What should have been a joyful moment for the restored man is a conflict; the 

Pharisees say that he broke the rules. 

o They don’t see the joy but are only focused on the law. 

 

• What Jesus is promoting here is a very different way of understanding the law of God. 

o It was not intended to be a restrictive thing that stopped you doing good! 

o No, the law was there to point you to Jesus, to help you to serve God and respond 

well. 

o The Pharisees were hiding behind the law to excuse not being merciful; Jesus sought 

to do good instead of seeing the law as something that would stop this. 

 

• Some of you will be waiting for me to come out with a position on whether we should keep 

the Sabbath today. 

o I’m not going to explain that in-depth here. It’s not really the main point of this 

passage. 

o The Sabbath is used here as part of a bigger picture of the law in general. 

o The only thing to say about the Sabbath, in particular, is that however strictly you 

think we should have a day off in seven, this rest points to something greater. 

o If we focus on what we cannot do, we do not remember that rest is a gift that reminds 

us of the rest found only in Jesus. 

o We can keep the laws and regulations we set for our day off and forget to focus on 

Jesus and rejoice in the rest rather than resent it. 
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• I noted earlier that the chapter division between chapters 11 and 12 was unhelpful. 

o Jesus offers a way of life that is not a burden, that is restful and has an easy yoke. 

o We see that illustrated in these two Sabbath episodes. 

o Jesus is the one who keeps the law perfectly; we cannot do that, and God doesn’t 

expect us to be perfect. 

▪ It is not as if we will be kicked out of God’s family if we make a small 

mistake in keeping the law. 

▪ That’s not how it works. 

▪ We are saved first, and then we strive to live a life pleasing Jesus. 

▪ That doesn’t mean we ignore God’s law altogether. 

▪ It doesn’t mean we live how we like; it is still a yoke; it still involves work 

and effort to love people as God does and worship God well. 

▪ But we rest in the fact that it is not all about us being obedient enough for 

God. 

 

• If we see the Christian life as mainly ticking off the rules we need to keep, making sure we do 

all the things and avoid all the bad stuff, it can quickly change our thinking. 

o We will start to think of Christianity as a burden, not a joy. 

o We will start to be competitive, continually judging other people for their not keeping 

up with our law-keeping. 

o We won’t find service a joy, but it will be a burden. 

o Christianity is about Jesus. Make sure you don’t move from Jesus to moralism. 

o The reason you live how you do is because of a person; don’t forget that. 

 

• Well, how might this work out in practice? Let’s consider a few scenarios. 

o What would you do if you have set aside time to do your personal Bible reading, 

something you have a pattern of doing, something you know is a good thing. 

▪ And then your child starts falls over somewhere else in the house and starts to 

cry. 

▪ Do you keep reading? Or see to your child? 

▪ I hope that we would see to our child. Bible reading is a good and godly 

thing, but we don’t want to be stuck to our religious patterns to the degree 

that we are not showing mercy and love when needed. 

o Or, to use another example: what is you are on your way to church on a Sunday 

morning, and a friend calls you and needs your help right now. 

▪ Do you keep going to church? Or do you stop and talk to your friend? 

▪ Our passage would say that it is not a crime to help your friend, even though 

the church is critically important for your faith. 

▪ We mustn’t be so stuck in religion that we don’t show mercy; we mustn’t be 

so determined to tick the boxes that we don’t serve others. 

 

• The law is there to point us to Jesus. If we use religion as a way to be less compassionate than 

Jesus, we’ve misunderstood something.  

o As Jesus said elsewhere, if we love God with all our heart, soul and mind, and love 

others as ourselves, that is the essence of the law. 

o Don’t use religion to avoid loving God and others. 

 

Closing challenge (v14): understanding Jesus and responding well 

 

• Did the Pharisees understand and rejoice at the lighter yoke Jesus offered? 

o Did they see the joy of the man with the withered hand restored? 

o Did they change their opinion at all? 

o Well, look at v14. 
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o “But the Pharisees went out and conspired against him, how to destroy him.” 

o This hardened them. They now officially started to try to kill him. 

o In their minds, he is advocating lawbreaking, he is self-focused and probably 

blaspheming. 

o They are not listening and changing their views; they are sure they are right, and he is 

wrong. 

 

• Jesus offers something different to what religion is. 

o Following Jesus is not a restrictive set of rules. 

o It is a freeing life serving God and others. 

 

• Let me close with a few words to different groups of people to whom this will apply. 

 

• Firstly, a word to the competitive. 

o Some of us are competitive by nature; we easily compare ourselves to other people, 

and we know judging others is a problem for us. 

o When you find yourself looking at someone else and drawing conclusions based on 

their dress at church, or their attendance at church events, or their other religious 

behaviour, stop yourself. 

o Remember that Christianity is not a competition. It is not about comparing ourselves 

to others. 

o It is about how we relate to God; and even if you are better at law-keeping than that 

other person, you too fall short of God and desperately need Jesus. 

o As you have that thought in your mind, show mercy to that person you are tempted to 

judge. 

o Don’t be swift to condemn. Be quick to encourage. 

o They are someone Christ died for, just like you are. 

 

• Secondly, I have an encouragement to the people who feel their sin deeply. 

o Some of us have a greater tendency to feel bad about ourselves and to know how far 

we fall short of God’s standards. 

o We know we fail in lots of ways, and that is shown to us every time we reflect on our 

lives or read the Bible or hear it explained. 

o If that’s you, remember that Jesus’ yoke is easy and his burden is light. 

o Yes, you fall short. That’s an accurate observation. 

o But Jesus does not. And you are saved by trusting Jesus, not keeping the law. 

o If all you experience in the Christian life is burden and duty, you have misunderstood. 

o Yes, strive for godliness, repent of your sins and strive to serve Jesus, please do. 

o But remember that it is never your response and life that saves you; it is Jesus that 

does that. 

o Let the law and your inability to keep it drive you to see the joy in Jesus doing it in 

your place. 

o Rest in his salvation, and work on your sin in the right perspective. 

 

• The Pharisees saw God as wanting them mainly to keep the rules. 

o We know a God who kept the rules for us, who saved us even though we often do not 

follow the rules. 

o A God who calls us to show mercy as he does and to love Jesus as the one greater 

than the temple, greater than David, greater than the Law. 

o Jesus is better. How wonderful! 

 

 

 

 


