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“SABBATH AND LORDSHIP”

I. Introduction 

A. The Sabbath was an extremely important sign for the Jewish people.  

1. It was the day of rest and sacred assembly.  

2. It was a sign of God’s covenant with Israel.  

3. It was a sign that reminded the Jews of their status as the people 
whom the Lord had set apart to belong to himself.  

B. As we read through the Gospels, we see that Jesus had a number of 
controversies with the Pharisees over the Sabbath.  

1. Some Christians today look at these Sabbath controversies and 
mistakenly conclude that Jesus had a relaxed understanding of the 
fourth commandment.  

2. It is not uncommon to see interpreters explaining a passage like this 
by saying that it pits the Pharisees’ legalistic views of the Sabbath 
against Jesus’s more libertine views.  

3. While it is true that the Pharisees went well beyond the Scriptural 
teaching on the Sabbath, it is not true that Jesus failed to uphold 
that teaching.  

4. As he said in the Sermon on the Mount, he did not come to abolish 
the law but to fulfill it.  

5. He also said, “whoever relaxes one of the least of these 
commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called 
least in the kingdom of heaven”.

6. As we study these verses from Luke today, we will see how it helps 
us to understand one of the fundamental aspects of the Sabbath:  
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the connection between Sabbath and Lordship.  

II. The Accusation  

A. The passage begins by describing a scenario that caused the Pharisees to 
bring an accusation against Jesus.  

1. One Sabbath, while Jesus and his disciples were going through the 
grainfields, his disciples plucked some heads of grain, rubbed them 
in their hands, and ate the grain.  

2. While we might look upon such an activity and have a problem 
with the fact that the disciples were taking food that belonged to 
someone else, gleaning from other people’s fields to meet your 
basic needs was permitted under the Mosaic law.  

3. God provided this as a safety net for the poor in Israel.  

4. The reason why the Pharisees took issue with what the disciples 
were doing was because of the day on which they were doing it.  

5. The Pharisees regarded this as a matter of reaping and threshing.  

6. In their view, Jesus’s disciples were working on the Sabbath and 
were thereby violating the fourth commandment.  

B. To understand how the Pharisees could have come to such a conclusion, 
we need to understand something about their first century context.  

1. After the destruction of the temple in 586 BC and throughout 
Israel’s ensuing Babylonian exile, the Sabbath took on a heightened 
importance among the Jews.  

2. The fact that the great pilgrim festivals could not be observed 
caused them to focus much more intently on Sabbath observance.  

3. This focus continued after the return from the Babylonian exile and 
even after the rebuilding of the temple.  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4. The Sabbath’s function as a sign of the covenant caused many Jews 
to think that an intensified focus on keeping the Sabbath would 
usher in the messianic age, the time when they would at last be set 
free from all foreign control.  

5. By the time of the first century, the teachers of the law had laid 
down thousands of provisions relating to Sabbath observance.  

6. One of those provisions said that plucking grain and rubbing it in 
your hands was a form of labor and was therefore not permitted on 
the Sabbath.  

7. That was the basis of the Pharisee’s accusation in our text.  

III. The Precedent  

A. Jesus responded to this accusation in an interesting manner.  

1. He could have simply pointed out that the Mosaic law did not 
prohibit what his disciples were doing.  

2. They were simply getting something to eat. 

3. Jesus could have confronted the Pharisees for adding to the law 
and turning the Sabbath into a burden instead of a blessing.  

4. Instead, he referred to an incident from the life of David.  

5. Even though this incident did not take place on a Sabbath, it did 
involve an apparent violation of the law by David.  

6. Jesus was using this as a precedent to defend his disciples’ actions, 
which the Pharisees saw as a violation of the Sabbath.  

B. The incident is recorded in 1 Samuel 21.  

1. There we are told that David, while on the run from Saul, came to 
the sanctuary and had the priest give him the bread of the Presence, 
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the showbread, for him and his men to eat.  

2. This was no ordinary bread.  

3. It was a part of the tabernacle furnishings.  

4. These were the twelve holy loaves that were set out every Sabbath.  

5. The law said that these loaves could only be eaten by the priests, as 
part of their portion.  

6. Yet David took them in order to meet his need as he and his men 
fled from Saul.  

C. We might think that Jesus is citing this incident in order to show that 
because David was the Lord’s anointed, he had the authority to override 
what the law said about the showbread.  

1. This would then allow Jesus to say that his identity as the Messiah, 
the supreme anointed of the Lord, gives him the authority to 
override or relax the fourth commandment.  

2. But there are three problems with that interpretation.  

3. First, Israel’s king most certainly did not have the authority to 
override the ceremonial law.  

4. This is made clear by the fact that Saul’s unlawful sacrifice resulted 
in the Lord taking away the kingdom from his line (see 1 Sam. 
13:8-14).  

5. Second, how could Jesus, who was made under the law at his 
incarnation and who came to fulfill the law rather than abolish it — 
how could he approve of something that was prohibited by the 
law? 

6. Third, Jesus was not overriding or relaxing the law in letting his 
disciples do this, because there was nothing in the law that forbade 
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it. 

D. To understand what Jesus was saying by referring to this incident, we 
need to understand that David was not breaking the law in taking the 
showbread.  

1. He was the Lord’s anointed, and he was in dire need.   

2. The bread of the Presence was a symbol of how God supplies the 
needs of his people, pointing back to the manna that was sent from 
heaven during their wilderness wanderings.  

3. In this incident, the Lord used this symbol of his provision as the 
means of making literal provision for David in his time of need.  

4. While Jesus does say that it was not lawful for any but the priests to 
eat the showbread, he is not saying that David broke the law.  

5. Instead, he is reducing the Pharisees’ argument to its absurd 
conclusion.  

6. This is made clear in Matthew’s version of this passage, where 
Jesus adds this line:  “Or have you not read in the Law how on the 
Sabbath the priests in the temple profane the Sabbath and are 
guiltless?” (Mt. 12:5)  

7. In other words, by the Pharisees’ logic, the work that is carried out 
by the priests on the Sabbath makes them Sabbath-breakers.  

8. But if the priests are profaning the Sabbath when they perform the 
duties that have to be carried out on the Sabbath, the law becomes 
absurd.  

9. In the same manner, if the bread that symbolized God’s provision 
could not be used to provide for the Lord’s anointed when he was 
in need, then the showbread would have been reduced to an empty 
symbol.  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10. David’s apparent violation of the law in taking the showbread is 
shown not to be a violation by remembering who David was.  

11. At that particular point in redemptive history, David was the 
rightful ruler over God’s kingdom on earth.  

12. The sanctuary and its furnishings were not ends in and of 
themselves, but were part of how God was administering his 
kingdom at that point in time. 

13. For this reason, it was entirely appropriate for Israel’s king to use 
the showbread to meet his need when he was being pursued by his 
enemies.  

IV. The Claim  

A. This brings us to the final verse in our text, where Jesus makes the claim, 
“The Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath.”  

1. On the one hand, this claim was a direct challenge to the Pharisees.  

2. They would have been shocked by Jesus’s claim.  

3. In creating all of their elaborate restrictions about what could and 
could not be done on the Sabbath, they had effectively made 
themselves the lords of the Sabbath.  

4. Jesus was declaring that he has the supreme authority to define and 
interpret the Sabbath.  

5. He was saying that he is Lord over the Sabbath.  

B. Yet there is more to it than that.  

1. Jesus was also pointing out the connection between the Sabbath 
sign and his identity as the Messiah, the Lord’s anointed ruler over 
his people.  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2. We can see the connection between Sabbath and Lordship by 
looking at the origin of the Sabbath in the creation account.  

3. After God completed his work of creating the world, he rested on 
the seventh day.  

4. This was not the rest of one who is tired but the rest of a Great 
King, the rest of One who is taking his seat on his throne so that he 
can preside over the kingdom that he has established.  

5. This is evident in the very structure of the days of creation, as days 
one through three describe God’s making of the realms of the 
created order and days four through six describe the corresponding 
rulers of each of those realms.  

6. The theme of rule, or lordship, is seen even in the way in which the 
world was created.  

7. This is then capped off with the creation of man in the image of 
God, who was commanded to rule over the earth under the 
supreme dominion of God.  

8. Old Testament scholar Meredith Kline explains this connection 
between God’s work of creation and his Sabbath rest in this way:  
“The royal nature of the rest follows from the royal nature of the 
work.  God created the heavens and the earth to be his cosmic 
palace and accordingly his resting is an occupying of his palace, a 
royal session.” [Kingdom Prologue, 34]  

9. In other words, the Sabbath stands as a sign of God’s dominion 
over his world.  

10. And we need a sign for this because, as the writer of Hebrews 
points out, “we do not yet see everything in subjection to [Christ]”. 
(Heb. 2:8)  

11. This is why the Sabbath ordinance was instituted.  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12. It stands as an anticipation of the messianic age, the age when 
God’s people will find their rest in the enthronement of God and 
the Lamb over the new heaven and new earth.  

C. This connection between Sabbath and Lordship means that Jesus’s very 
office as the Messiah is bound up with the Sabbath.  

1. The Sabbath is ultimately about him.  

2. This was the point that he was making in telling the Pharisees that 
he is lord of the Sabbath.  

3. They had made the Sabbath into an end in itself.  

4. But the whole point of observing the Sabbath is to testify that 
Yahweh is Lord over all.  

5. This is why we set aside our labors on the Lord’s Day and gather 
together in sacred assembly.  

6. In doing this, we are declaring that Jesus is our Lord, that we have 
been set apart as his people, that our lives are devoted to his 
service.  

7. As we live as God’s pilgrim people in this present evil age, the 
Sabbath reminds us that we belong to another kingdom and that 
our ultimate allegiance is to another King.  

8. The Sabbath reminds us that we are called to live consecrated lives 
as God’s set apart people.  

9. And it assures that our God will bring his kingdom to its stage of 
consummation.  

V. Conclusion 

A. Jesus’s claim to be lord of the Sabbath is really a claim to be lord over 
everything.  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1. The Pharisees took offense at this because they effectively made 
themselves lord over everything by adding all of their manmade 
rules to God’s law.  

2. We are not really all that different from the Pharisees.  

3. We are just as susceptible to the temptation of trying to maintain 
control over the various facets of our lives.  

4. Jesus’s claim to lordship confronts us in our desire to be lord over 
our lives.  

B. The Sabbath is given to help us remember that our lives are not our own.  

1. By observing the Sabbath, we reorient our lives under the throne of 
the Lamb, and we find comfort in the hope that awaits us in his 
consummated kingdom.  

2. The Sabbath is a foretaste of the glorious reality that is described in 
Revelation 7, where the great multitude from every nation, the ones 
who come out of the great tribulation and wash their robes in the 
blood of the Lamb, “are before the throne of God, and serve him 
day and night in his temple; and he who sits on the throne will 
shelter them with his presence.  They shall hunger no more, neither 
thirst anymore; the sun shall not strike them, nor any scorching 
heat.  For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their 
shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of living water, and 
God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” (Rev 7:15–17 ESV)  


