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Mark 2:23-3:6 Jesus Can Save What the Law Cannot

Good morning, church. | want to express my gratitude to God and to our elders for giving
me this opportunity to preach to beloved brothers and sisters in Christ.

Today we will be continuing our study of the gospel of Mark. As we have seen in the past
weeks, Jesus has been clashing with the scribes and the Pharisees over different religious
matters: the authority to forgive sins, eating and associating with sinners and tax collectors,
and fasting. Jesus has been displaying to the Jews of his time that something greater has
come in their midst. Someone greater is before them. Jesus is the Son of Man who can
forgive sins. Jesus is the Great Physician who has come for the sick and for sinners. Jesus is
the celebrated Bridegroom who will replace the old with the new and will one day be taken
away.

This morning we will be looking at the climax of this series of confrontations between Jesus
and the religious leaders of Israel. This is found in Mark 2:23 to 3:6. Now some of you may
wonder why we are crossing over to the next chapter. As we will see, the biblical author
Mark inspired by the Holy Spirit clearly intended these two accounts to be read together,
one after the other. The first one shows Jesus’ understanding of the Sabbath in particular
and the whole Law in general, and His relationship with it. The second account is a powerful
display and application by Jesus of what His teaching truly meant. Jesus rebukes the
Pharisees for their wrong understanding of the Sabbath and the Law. And it will be evident
by the last verse of our passage that the Pharisees will not tolerate Jesus anymore. Both of
these accounts should point us to this wonderful truth: Jesus can save what the Law
cannot.

So let us first read Mark 2:23-2:28: ? One Sabbath he was going through the grainfields,
and as they made their way, his disciples began to pluck heads of grain. * And the
Pharisees were saying to him, “Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the
Sabbath?” #* And he said to them, “Have you never read what David did, when he was in
need and was hungry, he and those who were with him: ? how he entered the house of God,
in the time of Abiathar the high priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, which it is not
lawful for any but the priests to eat, and also gave it to those who were with him?” ?” And he
said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath. ?* So the Son of
Man is lord even of the Sabbath.” So Mark reports it was the last day of the week, the
Jewish Sabbath. Jesus was making his way through some field, and two groups of people
were following him. The first was his disciples whom he called to follow him. The other group
of people mentioned here was following Jesus for very different reasons. They were the
Pharisees, and as we have seen, they do not like this popular teacher from Galilee. For
them, Jesus was a false teacher and a blasphemer. So they keep following him, even through
this grainfield, waiting for opportunities to accuse and discredit him. Finally, they get
another one. Verse 23 says, “as they made their way, his disciples began to pluck heads of
grain”. The Pharisees were quick to catch this: so they throw out their charge at Jesus:
“Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath?” Now there was nothing
wrong with what the disciples did. In ancient Israel, when you go through someone else’s
field, and you go hungry, you may get some of the field’s produce and feed youself. The law
of Moses allowed such an activity but with certain limitations. We can read that in
Deuteronomy 23:25: If you go into your neighbor's standing grain, you may pluck the ears
with your hand, but you shall not put a sickle to your neighbor's standing grain. It would not
be stealing, so long as you don’t harvest the whole field. So the Pharisees did not point out
the activity itself being unlawful, it was the timing that was wrong for them. In their view,
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Jesus’ disciples harvested grain on the Sabbath—they broke the fourth commandment by
doing work on the Sabbath. In Exodus 20:8-10, God gives Israel the fourth commandment: 8
Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. 9 Six days you shall labor, and do all your work,
10 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall not do any work,
you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your
livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates.

The Pharisees, considered teachers and guardians of the Law, strictly interpreted and
taught the fourth commandment meant that no one is to do any kind of work on the
Sabbath. By Jesus’ time, Jewish religious tradition already included a long list of what was
considered work and not work on the Sabbath. For the Pharisees, the disciples of Jesus are
law-breakers and their master is promoting lawlessness and disobedience to God’s
commandments. So how did Jesus respond to their accusing question? We can see Jesus
offered them a three-part answer.

The first part we see in verses 25-26: Jesus throws back Scripture at these supposedly
teachers of Israel. And he said to them, “Have you never read what David did, when he was
in need and was hungry, he and those who were with him: ** how he entered the house of
God, in the time of Abiathar the high priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, which it is
not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and also gave it to those who were with him?”
Jesus points the Pharisees to 1 Samuel 21:1-6. David is fleeing from King Saul who is trying
to kill him, and he and his men go to the town of Nob where the tabernacle was. He asked
the priest for food for he and his men were hungry. We read in 1 Samuel 21:6: So the priest
gave him the holy bread, for there was no bread there but the bread of the Presence. David
and his men ate that bread. However, the law of Moses instructs regarding the bread of the
Presence: 8 Every Sabbath day Aaron shall arrange it before the LORD regularly; it is from
the people of Israel as a covenant forever. 9 And it shall be for Aaron and his sons, and they
shall eat it in a holy place, since it is for him a most holy portion out of the LORD’s food
offerings, a perpetual due. [Leviticus 24:8-9] The bread of Presence was meant to be
consumed by the priests—it is their assigned portion.

Now we may ask, is Jesus saying that sometimes we may break God’s law to do good? Was
Jesus reasoning that we are allowed to disobey God’s commandments in order to do
something good or necessary? We should not think so! Jesus was not and will never
advocate any kind of disobedience to God’s law. What Jesus was rebuking here is mere
external obedience to the letter of the law. The Pharisees were hypocrites who “neglected
the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness” (Matt 23:23). Jesus
points to fulfilling the spirit of the law with a right heart. That is true obedience. David
and his men were guiltless. In Matthew’s account of the same event, he relays Jesus’ reply
to the Pharisees: 3 He said to them, “Have you not read what David did when he was
hungry, and those who were with him: 4 how he entered the house of God and ate the
bread of the Presence, which it was not lawful for him to eat nor for those who were with
him, but only for the priests? 5 Or have you not read in the Law how on the Sabbath the
priests in the temple profane the Sabbath and are guiltless? Matthew 12:3-5. In the same
way that the priests do work in the temple on the Sabbath but remain guiltless, in Jesus’
eyes, David and his men were also guiltless. The bread was not assigned to them by the law
yet they were not guilty of breaking the law when they received and ate it. God sustained
the lives of David and his men by providing them holy bread from the tabernacle.

Jesus then declares in verse 27, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the
Sabbath.” This second part of Jesus’ response is unique to Mark’s gospel—we do not see
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this recorded in Matthew’s or Luke’s account of the event. Jesus rebukes the Pharisees for
making the Sabbath a heavy burden on the Jewish people when it should have given them
physical rest and spiritual refreshment. Jesus says of the Pharisees: “They tie up heavy
burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on people's shoulders” (Matt 23:4). They have reversed
the order: instead of upholding the Sabbath as God’s blessing and provision for man, they
made man a slave to man-made rules and restrictions regarding the Sabbath. Jesus rebukes
the legalism of the Pharisees—their false religion of external good works, self-
righteousness, and corrupt hearts.

In the third and last part of his reply, Jesus reveals His relationship to the Sabbath as the
Son of Man: verse 28, “So the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath.” Previously, Jesus
claimed to have the authority to forgive sins. Now Jesus is claiming to have authority even
over the Sabbath and its laws. Jesus is declaring Himself to be greater and more powerful
than the Law of Moses. This was Jesus’ ultimate reply to the Pharisees’ accusation.
Logically, it seems such an odd ultimate reply: the disciples did not break the law when they
plucked grain on the Sabbath because “Jesus is lord even of the Sabbath.” Jesus could have
defended the disciples and reasoned that what they did was not considered work. Or He
could expanded on what He meant by the Sabbath being made for man. Either would have
immediately made sense. Instead, Jesus their master declares this to be the ultimate
reason and conclusion: He is Lord of the Sabbath. This would make better sense when
Jesus himself demonstrates what this declaration means for His disciples, the Pharisees,
and the rest of the following crowds.

And so we proceed into the fifth and last in this series of confrontations. We will have not
only heard Jesus’ teaching about His relationship with the Sabbath and the Law, we also
witness Him display and apply it powerfully before all the people. We see this culminate in
Mark 3:1-6, ' Again he entered the synagogue, and a man was there with a withered hand. 2
And they watched Jesus, to see whether he would heal him on the Sabbath, so that they
might accuse him. ®* And he said to the man with the withered hand, “Come here.” * And he
said to them, “Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save life or to kill?”
But they were silent. ° And he looked around at them with anger, grieved at their hardness
of heart, and said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” He stretched it out, and his hand
was restored. ® The Pharisees went out and immediately held counsel with the Herodians
against him, how to destroy him.

It was the Sabbath again and Jesus was found in the synagogue. The Pharisees were
present again watching and waiting for another opportunity. This time it could be Jesus who
breaks the Sabbath by healing a man with a shriveled or dried up hand. So Jesus calls the
man to come and he does. Then Jesus asks a question: verse 4, “Is it lawful on the Sabbath
to do good or to do harm, to save life or to kill?” Jesus now turns the accusing question of
the Pharisees on them. Now it is their turn to answer. It should not be a difficult question.
The obvious answer is to do good and to save life. It should always be lawful, on any day,
even on the Sabbath, to do good and to save life. To do harm and to kill are against the law
regardless of what day. But they were silent. Their silence exposed their hard and corrupt
hearts. Their silence revealed their misunderstanding and misuse of the law with their
legalistic mindset. Jesus looked around at them with anger, grieved at their hardness of
heart. Out of their silence, the Son of Man, the Lord of the Sabbath, commands the man to
stretch out his withered hand, and he obeys, and his hand is restored. Jesus heals and
restores the needy yet humble and obedient man on the Sabbath.
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This is part of what Jesus meant when He said, as the Son of Man, He is also lord of the
Sabbath. His ultimate reply to the Pharisees was not only to declare that He is Lord of the
Sabbath and that He is greater than the Law; He also proves it with this powerful miracle on
the day of Sabbath itself. These two accounts in Mark point us to this overarching truth:
Jesus can save what the Law cannot. The Sabbath may give temporary physical rest but
only Jesus can provide true spiritual and eternal rest. The Law may allow provision of food
to priests or to persons traveling through fields as we have seen. But Jesus is the Bread of
life sent by the Father to satisfy our spiritual need and hunger. The Law and the Sabbath
cannot heal and restore a sick person, only Jesus can do that. More importantly, the Law
cannot justify and save sinners, only the Son of Man and the Lord of the Sabbath can. The
Pharisees believed and taught that their works of the law would give them a good standing
with God and justify them in His sight. They were completely wrong. Only faith in Jesus will
be able to do that.

Since only Jesus can save what the Law cannot, we should always turn to Him. We must
repent of our own sins of legalism. Ask forgiveness from God for our moments of self-
righteousness and self-reliance. Maybe there were times we treated spiritual activities such
as church and Sunday school attendance, personal Bible reading, or doing evangelism with a
legalistic mindset? We should remind ourselves that we do these things not to be saved or
made right with God but because we already are. We should practice them in obedience out
of love and gratitude to our Lord and Savior. Have we as a church consistently pointed each
other and those outside to Christ’s sufficient work on the cross for our salvation? Or have
we unintentionally or unconsciously introduced some kind of good work into the equation?
We should correct and watch out for one another.

At the end of our passage, we see the Pharisees were so outraged at Jesus that they form
an alliance with a political group they most likely hated: the supporters of King Herod. This
becomes a turning point in the gospel of Mark: the Pharisees will still be following Jesus but
from here on they will be plotting and seeking to kill him. They have decided to do harm and
to kill. Jesus has come to do good and to save life by laying down his own. Are we true and
faithful followers of Christ today? The disciples and the man with the withered hand
humbled themselves, heard Jesus’ words and obeyed them. Are we humbly, lovingly, joyfully,
and faithfully seeking and obeying the commands of our Lord and Savior? Or are we
becoming apathetic or lazy in doing so? Wake up from spiritual slumber and laziness. The
Lord of the Sabbath bids us also to do good and to save life. And if you are here and you
are not yet a follower of Jesus, heed His call to come to Him and be restored. Do not harden
your heart, repent of your sins, come and put your faith in Him. Your good works cannot
save you. Only Jesus can. Let us pray.



