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1 
Together guiding every person to completion in Christ alone… 

Jesus, the Greater King-Priest (12:1-7) 
 Jesus Is Challenged (12:1-2) 

12:1At that time Jesus went through the grainfields on the Sabbath, 
and His disciples became hungry and began to pick the heads of 
grain and eat. 12:2But when the Pharisees saw this, they said to 
Him, “Look, Your disciples do what is not lawful to do on a 
Sabbath.” 

 “At that time” (11:25; 12:1) pulls these chapters 
 together. 

 After Jesus offers “rest” (11:28-29), the focal point of 
 opposition to Him focuses on the Sabbath.1 Jesus 
 does not reject the Law of the Sabbath, but restores 
 to it the blessing. While the Pharisees’ interpretations 
 of the Law are “heavy burdens…on men’s shoulders” 
 (23:4), Jesus now shows how His “yoke is easy” and 
 His “burden in light” (11:30). 

 The actions of Jesus’ disciples were legal 
 (Deuteronomy 23:25); however, the Pharisees 
 considered it to be harvesting, which was illegal to do 
 on the Sabbath (Exodus 34:21). 

 Understanding Legalism 
 The verb “lawful,” or permissible, occurs in 12:2,4,10,12. 
 Some people throw the word “legalism” around the 

 moment you mention biblical commands or 
 accountability. That’s not legalism. For those saved 
 by faith in Christ, we are led by the Spirit to obey 
 biblical commands, and are called to be accountable 
 to each other. 

 “Legalism” is adding human traditions and rules to biblical 
 commandments. “Legalism” is believing that we are 
 saved or made righteous by obeying the Law. 

 
1 “Rest” being one of the purposes of the Sabbath (Exodus 23:12; 
31:15; 35:2; Leviticus 16:31; 23:3,32; Deuteronomy 5:14). 
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 We are saved solely by trusting in Jesus – His perfect 
 righteousness credited to us is the only 
 righteousness that saves. 

 In Christ, God writes His Law on our hearts  
 (Jeremiah 31:33; Ezekiel 11:19-20; 36:25-27). In 
 Christ, the Spirit moves us to obey His commands 
 (John 14:15; 15:10; Ephesians 2:8-10;  
 Philippians 2:12-13). This is not the root of salvation, 
 but the fruit of true salvation. 

 The King and the Sabbath (12:3-4) 
12:3But He said to them, “Have you not read what David did when 
he became hungry, he and his companions, 12:4how 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?” 

 Jesus is referencing 1 Samuel 21:1-6. 
 David didn’t just do something forbidden on the Sabbath, 

 but something forbidden for anyone who was not a 
 priest (Leviticus 24:5-9). How could David and those 
 with him then do this thing without divine wrath? 
 David’s place as God’s anointed King allowed him a 
 different function than most others. Jesus, as Son of 
 David, shares and eternally fulfills that same role. 

 The Mediator and the Sabbath (12:5-6) 
12:5“Or have you not read in the Law, that on the Sabbath the 
priests in the temple break the Sabbath and are innocent? 12:6But I 
say to you that something greater than the temple is here.” 

 To do “any work” on the Sabbath is to “profane” it, and, 
 under the old covenant, this was a capital offense 
 (Exodus 34:14). The priests, however, had to work on 
 the Sabbath (Numbers 28:9-10). Since Jesus is 
 addressing something His disciples were doing, He’s 
 also comparing His disciples to O.T. priests 
 (Isaiah 61:6; 1 Peter 2:5,9; Revelation 1:6; 5:10; 
 20:6). Jesus-work and Jesus-worship does not 
 violate the Sabbath Law! 
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 The Sabbath was a rest from ordinary labor and an 
 engagement in worship and growth in His Word. To 
 worship and engage in devotion to the Lord is true 
 rest, spiritual rest, and a taste of the eternal rest for 
 which we are preparing ourselves. 

 Jesus is “greater than the temple” (12:6). Later in the 
 chapter He is “greater than Jonah” (12:41) and 
 “greater than Solomon” (12:42). 

 Jesus will speak against the temple and promise its 
 destruction in 21:12-16; 23:38; 24:1-2. The doom of 
 the temple is foreshadowed by the renting of the vail 
 at Jesus’ death (27:51). The New Testament is clear 
 that the true temple is the Church, which is the body 
 of Christ.2 

 Mercy and the Sabbath (12:7) 
12:7“But if you had known what this means [in Hosea 6:6a], 
‘I desire compassion, and not a sacrifice,’ you would not have 
condemned the innocent.” 

 

The Lord of the Sabbath (12:8) 
12:8“For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.” 

 Jesus’ self-title “Son of Man” is a reference to  
 Daniel 7:13-14; it is a reference of authority in heaven 
 over all the earth. 

 God calls the Sabbath “My Sabbath.”3 Jesus is claiming a 
 place of honor and authority equal to the Lord God of the 
 Old Testament because He is the God of the Old 
 Testament. 

 Jesus is also self-identifying as the God of Genesis 2:1-3. 
 This is His authority: He Himself “blessed the Sabbath 
 day and sanctified it.” 

 
2 1 Corinthians 3:16-17; 6:19-20; 2 Corinthians 6:16;            
Ephesians 2:19-22; Hebrews 3:6; 1 Peter 2:5. 
3 Exodus 31:13; Leviticus 19:3,30; 26:2. 
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 God “blessed” the Sabbath. It was not to be a restrictive 
 burden placed on the people, but a time of fellowship with 
 Him that foreshadowed the eternal fellowship with Him 
 (the eternal Sabbath rest). 

 This also means that Jesus, “the Son of Man,” is the object 
 of worship and devotion on “the Sabbath.” 

 

Good Deeds and the Sabbath (12:9-14) 
12:9Departing from there, He went into their synagogue. 12:10And a 
man was there whose hand was withered. And they questioned Jesus, 
asking, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?” - so that they might 
accuse Him. 12:11And He said to them, “What man is there among you 
who has a sheep, and if it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will he not 
take hold of it and lift it out? 12:12How much more valuable then is a 
man than a sheep! So then, it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.” 
12:13Then He said to the man, “Stretch out your hand!” He stretched it 
out, and it was restored to normal, like the other. 12:14But the 
Pharisees went out and conspired against Him, as to how they might 
destroy Him. 

 “Humanity…is not the culmination of creation, but rather 
 humanity in Sabbath day communion with God.”4 
 Sabbath – the Lord’s Day – is God resting from His work, 
 and us enjoying that rest. God the Son is “making all 
 things new” (Revelation 21:5). Your eternal life in Him is 
 part of that. One day we will, as the hymn says, “stand in 
 Him complete,” made whole in that eternal Sabbath with 
 Him.5 Until then, we are to draw together, focusing on the 
 exalted Jesus above this world, and reaching out to each 
 other in mercy on the Lord’s Day. 

 Those who thought themselves to be most zealous toward 
 God’s Law turned against the Lawgiver Himself because 
 His teaching of the Law didn’t match theirs! 

 
4 L. Michael Morales, Who Shall Ascend the Mountain of the Lord? 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015), pg. 47. 
5 “Jesus Paid It All,” Elvina Hall (1865). 


