
In part two of our Red Letters series, we examined 
the text in Matthew chapter 12 (verses 1 - 13). Steve 
asked and answered two questions based on this text:
• What was happening here?
• What do we learn about Jesus Christ?

WHAT WAS HAPPENING HERE?
The Pharisees were accusing Jesus of breaking the 
law: At that time Jesus went through the cornfields on 
the Sabbath. His disciples were hungry and began to 
pick some ears of corn and eat them. When the Phar-
isees saw this, they said to him, ‘Look! Your disciples 
are doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath.’ Matthew 
12:1-2. The problem was not the fact that the dis-
ciples had taken the ears of corn - this was allowed 
under the law for travellers to have sustenance (Deu-
teronomy 23:25) - it was the day on which they did it 
i.e. the Sabbath. 

Matthew wrote his Gospel with a Jewish audience in 
mind,  so while it may seem confusing to us at first, 
it’s because he writes with the presupposition that ev-
eryone knew the Old Testament law and context well. 
The Sabbath was a red-hot topic for the Jews. For us 
to understand the context of the Sabbath discussion 
look at this picture:

Creation (First Block)
By the seventh day God had finished the work he had 
been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his 
work. Then God blessed the seventh day and made it 
holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creat-
ing that he had done. Genesis 2:2 

Law 1500 B.C. (Second Block)
... the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God. 
On it you shall not do any work,  Exodus 20:8-9

Rabbinical Tradition (Block 3)
Over the centuries many rabbis have filled Judaism 
with elaborate rituals related to the Sabbath and ob-
servance of other laws. Volumes have been devoted 
to the Sabbath laws. Even at that time people recog-
nized that the rabbinical laws were onerous: “The 
rules about the Sabbath…are as mountains hanging 
by a hair, for Scripture is scanty and the rules are 
many.” Ancient Jewish writing (quoted by Carson).

So when the Pharisees were saying that Jesus was un-
lawful, they were referring to breaking the rabbinical 
tradition of the Sabbath.

Jesus answers them with three Old Testament 
examples:  (‘counter-arguments’ to show them that 
their approach to the law was wrong.)
1. He uses the example of David’s men eating the 

sanctuary bread (only the priests were meant to 
eat the bread, but it was a desperate situation). 
The regulations were set aside for David and his 
men in that instance.

2. Priests themselves “break the Sabbath” – they 
were working in the Temple, which exempted 
them from some of the Sabbath laws. 

3. He then refers to Hosea 6:6: If you had known 
what these words mean, “I desire mercy, not sac-
rifice,” you would not have condemned the inno-
cent. Matthew 12:7-8. Then He says: For the Son 
of Man is Lord of the Sabbath. i.e. “I am God …. 
Your biggest mistake in approaching the law is 
that you don’t recognize Who I am. I am greater 
than the temple!” 

Jesus answers them with a miracle:
Matthew then tells the story of the man with the 
shriveled hand to demonstrate Jesus’s approach to the 
Sabbath: Going on from that place, he went into their 
synagogue, and a man with a shrivelled hand was 
there. Looking for a reason to bring charges against 
Jesus, they asked him, ‘Is it lawful to heal on the Sab-
bath?’
He said to them, ‘If any of you has a sheep and it falls 
into a pit on the Sabbath, will you not take hold of it 
and lift it out? How much more valuable is a person 
than a sheep! Therefore it is lawful to do good on the 
Sabbath.’ Then he said to the man, ‘Stretch out your 
hand.’ So he stretched it out and it was completely 
restored, just as sound as the other. But the Pharisees 
went out and plotted how they might kill Jesus. Mat-
thew 12: 9-14.

Jesus doesn’t touch the man - He just tells him to 
stretch out his hand. As the man does it, his hand is 
“completely restored”! Instead of rejoicing that this 
guy had been miraculously healed, the Pharisees 
continued with their plot to kill Him.

WHAT DO WE LEARN FROM CHRIST IN 
THESE VERSES?
1. He is “greater than the temple”
He fulfilled every requirement of the law. Think of 
what a radical statement that is. 
• The temple was the centre for the worship of God 

in the whole nation. Jesus is the centre of worship 
for the whole world.



• The temple was temporary. Jesus Christ is eternal.
• The temple was admired with love and wonder; 

we should admire Jesus even more.
• The temple was joyfully visited; we should come 

to Jesus with even more joy.
• The temple was honored as a holy place; we 

should honor Jesus even more so.
• The temple was a place of sacrifice and service; 

we should do even more for Jesus.

2.. He is radical about “heart over form”
He strips away the layers that religion adds. He looks 
at our hearts. This is a much more sobering assess-
ment of us than just looking at our actions! Is there 
mercy? Is there the fear of God? Is there an eagerness 
to learn His ways? Or is there just a list of check-
boxes? Are we cynical and critical? Are we, like the 
Pharisees, more concerned about the ‘correctness’ 
of the worship of others, or are we allowing Jesus to 
point out our own flaws and shortcomings?

Religion leads to more rules and leaves us dry. Heart 
leads to more intimacy. If someone drills into us, 
what comes out? Critical, grumpy religion or gra-
cious humility?

3. He heals withered limbs 
He is able to heal withered parts of our bodies and 
souls! All we need to do is respond – “Stretch out 
your hand!”

4. He offers us rest: eternal & physical.

The verse just before the section of text in Matthew 
12 reads: ‘Come to me, all you who are weary and 
burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon 
you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble 
in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my 
yoke is easy and my burden is light.’ Matthew 11:28-
30. Our ultimate rest is found in a Person, not a Day. 

Eternal rest: 
“On a certain level, through the work of the Messiah, 
we have entered into a perpetual rest from our own la-
bors” (see Matthew 11:28-30; Romans 4:4-5; Hebrews 
4:9-11). 

On another level, the demands and distractions of 
this life are ever upon us, so it is good to slow down 
and turn aside from these things every week, at the 
same time directing our attention to the Lord to find 
renewal in Him.” 
Dr Michael Brown

Physical rest: 
“I’m too busy” has become a catchphrase of the 21st 
century. Tim Kreider described it as “a boast dis-
guised as a complaint”. (The ‘busy’ trap” in The New 
York Times, June 30, 2012.)

There is an important principle of health and rest in 
the rhythm of six days of work, one day of rest. (NB: 
It doesn’t have to be Saturday - we are not under the 
Sabbath day laws).

discussion QUESTIONS

1. Do you have any stories from the last week of how God has guided you?
This week we are going to look at one of the most well-loved chapters in the Bible - Psalm 23. Please read 
Psalm 23:1-6.
2. What do you think it means when the writer says: “The Lord is my Shepherd, I lack nothing.” (v1). What 

does this verse teach us about God?
3. The next part says: “He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters, he refreshes 

my soul.” In what ways does God do this for us? Do you have examples from your life?
4. “He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.” (v3b ). Are there any major decisions that you 

are facing at present that you need His guidance in?

REMINDER

Spend some time thanking God for His care in our lives. Pray for each other for guidance. Ask God for His 
peace and rest to be in our lives.


