
 

“The Son of Man Is Lord of the Sabbath” 
(Matthew 12:1-8) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Many of the things which Jesus teaches in the Gospels, He teaches in the middle of a 
controversy, in the middle of a debate as to whether what He is saying is right or wrong.  I think the reason 
He does this is to make His lesson much more powerful, much easier to remember.  Parents, when you 
want to teach your children about something, isn’t it easier for them to remember your lesson if you can 
show them what you mean?  For instance, if you want to teach them how dangerous fire is, isn’t it better to 
teach them when you are around a fire, rather than when there is no fire?  When the fire is there, they can 
see for themselves that it’s dangerous.  But of course, what teaches this lesson even more powerfully?  It’s 
when they actually get burned.  Now we hope that our children won’t need to get burned by the fire, but 
just about everyone of them will at some time, which will convince them once and for all that fire is 
dangerous and that they should have listened to their parents in the first place.  Children, how many time 
have you not listened to your parents, only to find that they were right and you were wrong?  You need to 
listen and learn the first time, because your parents are trying to help you and keep you safe.   
  Jesus, as I’ve said, taught His disciples lessons when they were right in the middle of what He was 
trying to teach them.  For instance, when He wanted to teach the multitude about His power over the 
demonic realm, He confronted someone who was demon-possessed and cast the demon out of him.  When 
He wanted to teach them about His power over the wind and the waves, He went out into the middle of a 
lake when He knew that a storm was coming, so that He could show them His authority over nature.  In our 
text this morning, Jesus is going to teach His disciples and the leaders of Israel how to observe the Sabbath, 
and what better time to do this than on the Sabbath?  And what was Jesus’ motivation in doing this?  It was 
not only to honor His Father by correcting the Pharisees misunderstanding of the Law, but it was also to 
teach His disciples how to honor the Father so that they might experience His blessings.   
  What we have are two situations, both of which happened on the Sabbath Day, one when the 
disciples picked some grain to eat and one when Jesus healed a man with a withered hand.  From these two 
things, Jesus not only shows us that it is alright to do things which are necessary and things which are good 
on the Sabbath, but also that  
 
  He Himself is the Lord of the Sabbath.  This morning we will look at the first situation to see 
Christ’s Lordship over the Sabbath, and next week, we will consider the second situation.   
 
I.  First, let’s look at how Jesus showed Himself to be the Lord of the Sabbath when the Pharisees 

falsely accused His disciples of breaking the Lord’s Holy Day.   
A.  First, we see the confrontation.   

1.  Jesus and His disciples were walking through the grainfields on the Sabbath.   
a.  I don’t think that they had to walk through them.  There were paths they could have walked 

on, which means they must have been walking through the fields because they were looking 
for something to eat.  Let’s not forget that Jesus and His disciples traveled around a lot.  And 
the way that they traveled was on foot.  You really can’t carry much with you when you 
travel like this.  They probably had some things in a bag tied to their waist or slung over their 
shoulder, but not enough to meet all their needs.   

b.  And now they were out of food and hungry.  And it was the Sabbath Day, so they wouldn’t 
be able to buy food from anyone.  There was also no one around to take care of their needs, 
so what were they to do?  The answer was, find a grain field and pick some grain to eat.   

c.  Now was it right for them to do this?  What if thirteen men came over on a Sunday and 
started picking and eating almonds out of Brad’s almond orchard?  His first reaction would 
probably be to call the police and have them arrested.   

d.  But this wouldn’t have been the reaction of the Jews.  They were actually allowed to do this 
according to Old Testament Law.  Moses wrote in Deuteronomy 23:24-25, “When you enter 
your neighbor's vineyard, then you may eat grapes until you are fully satisfied, but you shall 
not put any in your basket.  When you enter your neighbor's standing grain, then you may 
pluck the heads with your hand, but you shall not wield a sickle in your neighbor's standing 
grain.”   



 

e.  It was alright for them to eat from their neighbor’s field as long as they were really in need 
and as long as they only took what they needed.  They couldn’t have harvested this man’s 
field for him, but they could eat until their hunger was satisfied.   

 
2.  But when the Pharisees saw what they were doing, they complained to Jesus.   

a.  They said, “Behold, Your disciples do what is not lawful to do on a Sabbath” (v. 2).  What 
did the Pharisees think they were doing wrong?  Was it that they were stealing?  Certainly it 
would be wrong to steal on any day of the week, not just on the Sabbath.  No, that wasn’t the 
problem, because the Law said that they could eat their neighbor’s grain, as long as they took 
only what they needed.   

b.  If that wasn’t the problem, then what was?  The real problem was that they were doing work 
on the Sabbath.  Remember the fourth commandment says, “Six days you shall labor and do 
all your work, but the seventh day is a sabbath of the LORD your God; in it you shall not do 
any work” (Exodus 20:9-10).  They were picking grain, therefore they were breaking the 
Sabbath.   

 
B.  Now how does Jesus respond to what the Pharisees had to say?  Did He agree with them?  

Obviously not.  He would never have allowed His disciples to do anything that was sinful.  Instead, 
Jesus defended their innocence.   
1.  Notice how Jesus answers them.  He says, “Have you not read what David did, when he became 

hungry, he and his companions; how he entered the house of God, and they ate the consecrated 
bread, which was not lawful for him to eat, nor for those with him, but for the priests alone?  Or 
have you not read in the Law, that on the Sabbath the priests in the temple break the Sabbath, 
and are innocent?” (vv. 3-5).  He uses two examples from the Old Testament to show that what 
looked like disobedience, was really not disobedience at all.   
a.  His first example is that of David and his men eating the consecrated bread, or the shew 

bread.  This was the bread of the presence, 12 loaves of bread which the priest would set 
before the Lord every Sabbath.  It was the holy bread which the Lord had given to the priests, 
and only the priests were to eat it.  And yet David and his men ate it, clearly breaking God’s 
law.  How could they do this?  The answer is that it was more important for David and his 
men to be fed than it was to obey that particular law.  The sixth commandment, which 
forbids murder, also requires us to preserve life.  This took precedence over the command 
that only the priests could eat it.  Jesus shows us here that there are times when the 
ceremonial law could be broken and yet those breaking it would be innocent.   

b.  He pointed out the same thing in the second example.  The priests work on Sabbath, clearly 
breaking the fourth commandment, and yet they too were innocent.  The Sabbath was the day 
of rest, but for the priest, it was their busiest day.  Not only did they have their usual daily 
sacrifices to make, there were other sacrifices which needed to be made as well (Num. 28:9-
10).  The Sabbath was also the day on which the consecrated bread was prepared and set in 
order before the Lord.  And besides this, if the Sabbath Day happened to be the eighth day 
after the birth of a male child, they were also required to perform circumcision (Lev. 12:3).  
Jesus is saying here, that at least for the priests, the requirements of the Temple took 
precedence over the Lord’s command to rest on the Sabbath Day.   

c.  Now were the disciples breaking the Sabbath by picking some grain and eating it on that day?  
Not at all.  They were simply doing what was necessary to preserve their lives, and so were 
honoring the Lord.  Jesus is showing us here that there are certain things we may do on the 
Sabbath.  Even though these things clearly break the command, those who do them are 
innocent.  These are the works of necessity.   

 
2.  But Jesus gives another reason in verse 6 why the disciples could do this and yet not be guilty.  If 

the requirements of the Temple were important enough to set aside the fourth commandment so 
that the priests could work, how much more could it be set aside when something which is far 
more important than the Temple was present?  Jesus says, “But I say to you that something 
greater than the Temple is here.”   
a.  What was the Temple after all, except a picture of Jesus?  The priests were pictures of Christ, 

who was to make an offering to atone for the sins of His people and who was to pray for His 



 

people that His offering for them might be accepted by God.  The sacrifices were pictures of 
Christ, the Lamb of God who was to lay down His life to cleanse His people of their sins.  
Jesus is the fulfillment of the Temple.  He is greater than the Temple.   

b.  Now if the requirements of the Temple which was a picture of Christ could overrule the 
requirements of the Sabbath, how much more could the reality who was present and actually 
fulfilling what the Temple stood for?   

 
3.  But then there was still something else to consider.  The disciples were in need.  They were on a 

long journey.  They were away from their homes and families.  They didn’t have what they 
needed in their bags, and they were hungry.  If they had no other way to get their food, shouldn’t 
they at least be allowed to meet their own needs in the way the Law allowed?   
a.  Jesus tells us yes.  Just as David and his men ate the consecrated bread to preserve their lives, 

so the disciples could eat from the fields on the Sabbath to preserve theirs.   
b.  Jesus says, “I desire compassion, and not a sacrifice”  (v. 7).  The merciful thing would have 

been to allow them to provide for their needs by picking grain in a local field, rather than 
holding them to the Law which, in those circumstances, would have injured them.   

c.  If the Pharisees had considered this, perhaps they would not have condemned these men who 
were innocent.   

d.  Now Jesus is not saying here that we can set aside God’s Law for any reason.  He’s not 
saying that if the disciples had all they needed, but simply wanted something else to eat that 
they would have been justified in doing this.  What He is saying is that if there are things 
which are necessary, which must be done on the Sabbath or something precious will be lost, 
such as the worship of God or the health of God’s people, then God allows us to set that law 
aside temporarily in order to do that necessary work.   

 
4.  Now does Jesus have the right to say this?  Yes, He does.  Look at verse 8, “For the Son of Man 

is Lord of the Sabbath.”  He has the right to say this because the Father has given Him authority 
over this holy day.   
a.  Remember Jesus said earlier, “All things have been handed over to Me by My Father” 

(11:27).  Later He will also say just before He gives the Great Commission to His disciples, 
“All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth” (28:18).  All things have been 
handed over to Jesus by the Father, and all authority, which includes authority over the 
Sabbath.  He has the absolute right to tell us what we can and can’t do on this holy day.   

b.  And what has Jesus done with this authority?  Did He declare Himself to be the Lord of the 
Sabbath only to do away with the Sabbath?  Many believe is true, but it isn’t.  What He did 
instead was to uphold His Father’s commandments, and the circumstances under which those 
commandments might be broken, if absolutely necessary.  Where did Jesus get His examples 
of what was allowed and not allowed on the Sabbath?  He took them from the Old 
Testament.  Jesus said that He didn’t come to abolish the Law, but to fulfill it.  The only 
changes He made was to change the day on which His people observe it -- we no longer 
observe it on Saturday, but now on Sunday, the day in which He rose from the dead -- and to 
give it a new name -- He now calls it by His own name, the Lord’s Day.   

c.  Jesus used this controversy which arose on the Sabbath in order to teach us not that the 
Sabbath has been done away with, but that there are works of necessity which may be done 
on His holy day.   

 
II.  In closing, I would like for us to consider how we should apply what Jesus says here to keep the 

Lord’s Day holy.   
A.  First, we need to realize that Jesus has not done away with the Sabbath, but has become the Lord of 

the Sabbath.   
1.  He has changed the day of the week we are to keep it.  He has also called it by His name.  But He 

has not abolished it.   
a.  Remember what He said in Matthew 5:17-19, “Do not think that I came to abolish the Law or 

the Prophets; I did not come to abolish, but to fulfill.  For truly I say to you, until heaven and 
earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass away from the Law, until all is 
accomplished.  Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments, and so teaches 



 

others, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever keeps and teaches them, 
he shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.”   

b.  This passage does not teach that Jesus came to do away with His Father’s commandments, 
but rather to lift them up again to where they should be.  The Pharisees had changed the law 
by their teachings.  Jesus came to show us again what the Law means, and to fulfill its 
righteousness by keeping it.  Far from doing away with the commandments, this obligates us 
even more to keep them, for Jesus is our example of how what we are to be and how we are 
to live.   

 
2.  Rather than teaching us that Jesus has set this Law aside, it tells us that God will set us aside if 

we try to annul it.   
 

B.  But secondly, we need to understand what Jesus tells us we can do on this day.   
1.  He does not tell us to keep it at the expense of things which are more important.   

a.  Jesus says that we may do work that is necessary to do on the Sabbath.   
b.  What kind of work would this include?  From the example Jesus gave, we know that 

ministers may work on the Sabbath.  The Lord’s Day is not a day of rest for them, but the 
busiest and most demanding day of their week.  If they didn’t work, then God’s people 
wouldn’t be able to have public worship and be fed from the preaching of the Word.   

c.  Certainly, there are others who must also work on the Lord’s Day, such as doctors, nurses, 
policemen, firemen and others like this, whose work is necessary to keep people alive and 
safe.  If they didn’t work on the Lord’s Day, then many people might die or lose everything 
they have by robbery or by fire.  Now they may work, but it’s also clear that they shouldn’t 
do this every Lord’s Day, especially if their hours conflict with the worship services, for if 
they did, then they would never be able to worship publicly with their families, participate in 
the preaching of the Word and the sacraments, and they would be violating the command not 
to forsake the assembling of the saints for worship.  They shouldn’t, in other words, always 
be working on the Sabbath, even though they must work on some of them.   

d.  There are even things which we must do to provide for ourselves on that day, such as prepare 
meals -- no matter how well we prepare beforehand, we will still need to do something to 
prepare food, especially when we have people over for fellowship --, we will still need to 
prepare ourselves and our children by cleaning and clothing ourselves, and we will still need 
to do whatever is necessary to get to the place of worship.   

 
2.  We may do the things which are necessary.   

a.  They don’t become necessary simply because we want to do them.  They must really be 
necessary.   

b.  The rule is that if there will be loss of life, or if something more important than the Sabbath 
will be compromised by keeping it, then we must break it to do those things.  If we had to 
run from danger, fight in a war, help someone get out of a car damaged in an accident, or 
help our neighbor salvage what he could from his burning house, we would break the 
Sabbath, but still be innocent.   

c.  Jesus says, “I desire compassion and not a sacrifice.”  It we keep the Sabbath, only to neglect 
things which are more important, we are actually dishonoring the Lord.   

 
C.  Lastly, I want us to consider one last thing Jesus says about the Sabbath in a parallel passage in 

Mark.  He says, “The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath” (2:27).   
1.  We need to remember that the Lord has given us the Sabbath for our good.  He did not create the 

Sabbath and then make man to keep the Sabbath.  He made man first and then established the 
Sabbath for his good, to be a day of rest and worship.  We might be tempted to think sometimes 
that the Sabbath is a burden, but it isn’t.  It is a blessing from the Lord, a day when the Lord 
pours out His blessings from heaven by His Spirit when we meet together for worship.  He knew 
we needed it, from the oldest of us down to the youngest.  He knows all of our needs and 
supplies them in Christ.  This is why Jesus has given us this day which He has been pleased to 
call after His own name and blessed it with His presence.   

2.  But there is something else He knows we need.  He knows not only that we need a time of rest 



 

and worship for our souls, but that we also need to have His grace and mercy confirmed to us 
from time to time.  This is why He has also given to us the Lord’s Supper.  The Lord’s Supper 
not only reminds us of the death of Christ for our sins, but it also confirms and seals this 
forgiveness to us.  But we must receive it by faith.  We must trust in the One who gives it to us 
for our life, before we will ever receive the benefit He offers us here.  And so let us prepare our 
hearts now to come to the table and meet Christ.  He waits for us here to show us His grace and 
mercy and to give to us the strength we need to continue to live for Him.  Let us pray.   


