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 “
1
On a Sabbath, while he was going through the grainfields, his disciples plucked and ate some 

heads of grain, rubbing them in their hands. 
2
 But some of the Pharisees said, “Why are you 

doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath?” 
3
 And Jesus answered them, “Have you not read 

what David did when he was hungry, he and those who were with him: 
4
 how he entered the 

house of God and took and ate the bread of the Presence, which is not lawful for any but the 

priests to eat, and also gave it to those with him?” 
5
 And he said to them, “The Son of Man is 

lord of the Sabbath.” 

 

 I recently read a sermon on legalism by Sam Storms that I personally feel is one of the 

best I have ever read on the topic.  In it, he defines legalism in the following way: 

 

“Legalism is the tendency to regard as divine law things which God has neither required nor 

forbidden in Scripture and the corresponding inclination to look with suspicion on others for 

their failure or refusal to conform.”  I would personally add to this definition that legalism is also 

the belief that keeping the law in some way leads to righteousness and God’s corresponding 

judicial favor. 

 

 In today’s church culture, I believe that the most common form of legalism is when we 

expect others to conform to our conscience and God’s will for our lives – and then 

we judge them when they don’t. 

 

o As a quick note, I would like to reiterate something that I said last week.  

Legalism is NOT faithfully obeying the law out of love for our LORD, and 

admonishing other Christians to do the same.  This is biblical Christianity.  

Legalism involves the elevation of our own “laws” to that of Scripture or the 

belief that law-keeping leads to righteousness.  This is fundamentally different 

from challenging other Christians – and yourself – to, for example, “Love the 

LORD with all your heart” or “not covet.”  And to challenge one another to do it 

ultimately out of love for the LORD and His precepts. 
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 In his sermon Sam Storms recalls a story he heard from Chuck Swindoll of a missionary 

family who “served in a place where peanut butter was hard to obtain. This family 

arranged for friends in the U.S. to send them peanut butter so they could enjoy it with 

their meals. They soon discovered that other missionaries in the same country considered 

it a mark of spirituality that one abstain from peanut butter. It was their “cross to bear”! 

This family didn’t flaunt their enjoyment of peanut butter but they did continue to thank 

God for it and enjoyed it in the privacy of their own home. But the pressure and 

condemnation from their fellow missionaries intensified to such a degree that the family 

eventually returned home, disillusioned and cynical.  Someone might argue that the 

couple should have yielded and agreed not to eat peanut butter out of deference to the 

beliefs of their associates and for the sake of the gospel in that country.  Perhaps. But to 

do so would also serve only to reinforce error in the minds of the legalists who insisted 

that peanut butter was “off limits”. You are not doing anyone a favor by behaving in such 

a way that you encourage or embolden them in their legalistic ways.  Part of being a 

Christian is the freedom not to eat peanut butter. But it is not part of being a Christian 

that you condemn others if they do. You are free to exercise your freedom, but you are 

not free to insist that others not exercise theirs!” 

 

 Legalism is something every one of us faces as Christians.  Let’s face it, we are not 

comfortable that the Bible does not explicitly address every one of life’s issues and every 

decision we make.  But in God’s infinite wisdom, this was His design (i.e., not 

addressing everything), and it was for a reason – I can only suppose further 

dependence upon Christ. 

 

 Every time we are guilty of legalism, we are guilty of elevating our own opinions to the 

level of the Law, and it is the Law, therefore, that we are truly attacking in the process, 

whether we believe it or not. 

 

 In the first century, as we are all aware, the most well-known legalists were the Pharisees.  

Like all legalists, the Pharisees hated ambiguity.  In fact, like many of us, they hated 

ambiguity more than they did sin.  Therefore, they took the Law, and rather than 

understanding the nature of the law as a revelation of God’s holy character pointing to the 

need for a Savior in the Messiah, they saw it as their key to righteousness. 

 

 Therefore, the better they followed it (they believed), the more righteous they were.  And 

they demanded this of others.  But there were several problems with this: 

 

o First, they believed that righteous came through law-keeping. 

o Secondly, they added to the law to eliminate ambiguity. 

o Thirdly, the purpose of their addition to the law was to eliminate ambiguity in the 

eyes of men, with no respect to God’s perspective. 

o Fourthly, this additional “hedge” became a burden, a yoke, and even a weapon 

against the people. 

o Fifthly, the “hedge” was “biblically-based” making it difficult, if not impossible 

to attack (we still do this today). 
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o Finally, the extra-biblical “hedge” was essentially made up of denials with no 

affirmations. 

 It was a list of “don’ts” with no respect to what they should do. 

 We do this today when we simply say, “I don’t believe this or that” but 

when pressed on what we do believe, we find it difficult to say. 

 

 Given today’s passage and the series for the past two weeks, it is clear that the focus of 

the Pharisees’ legalism we are going to examine this morning is Sabbath-keeping. 

 

 With respect to Sabbath-keeping, the Pharisees were uncomfortable with simply relying 

solely on the Word of God, and they therefore decided to create a hedge to make it clear 

what was meant by Sabbath-keeping. 

 

 According to the Mishnah, the following was what constituted “work” and was therefore 

in violation of keeping the Sabbath: 

 

“The main classes of work are forty save one (39); sowing, plowing, reaping, binding sheaves, 

threshing, winnowing, cleansing crops, grinding, sifting, kneading, baking, shearing wool, 

washing or beating or dyeing wool, spinning, weaving, making two loops, weaving two threads, 

separating two threads, tying [a knot], loosening [a knot], sewing two stitches, tearing in order to 

sew two stitches, hunting a gazelle, slaughtering or flaying or salting it or curing its skin, 

scraping it or cutting it up, writing two letters, erasing in order to write two letters, building, 

pulling down, putting out a fire, lighting a fire, striking with a hammer and taking out aught from 

one domain to another. These are the main classes of work: forty save one (39). (Shabbath 7:2, in 

the Mishnah, the body of Rabbinical oral tradition).”  

 

 Also, “(On the Sabbath) a man may borrow of his fellow jars of wine or jars of oil, 

provided that he does not say to him, ‘Lend me them.’” (Shab. 23:1). This would imply a 

transaction, and a transaction might involve writing, and writing was work and therefore 

forbidden. 

 

o What is interesting is that the Mishnah even indicates how tedious it would have 

been to keep the law: “The rules about the Sabbath ...are mountains hanging by a 

hair, for Scripture is scanty and rules many.”  (m. Hag. 1.8) 

 

 Yet, the Pharisees seemed to forget to ask for the Lord’s approval before they established 

these…and Jesus was not about to play by their rules! 

 

 And so, this brings us to one of the great confrontations between Christ and the Pharisees 

in all of the New Testament. 

 

 In this passage, in Luke 6:1-11, the disciples of Jesus are “caught” working on the 

Sabbath.  Jesus is then challenged by the Pharisees, and then responds in this most 

interesting manner. 

 

 



 
 

4 

 

I. The Actions of the Disciples 

II. The Reaction of the Pharisees 

III. The Challenge of Christ 

IV. The Declaration of Christ 

 

I. The Actions of the Disciples 

 

We read in Verse 1:  
1
On a Sabbath, while he was going through the grainfields, his disciples 

plucked and ate some heads of grain, rubbing them in their hands. 

 

 From this Verse, we learn that the disciples are with Jesus, and walking through some 

grainfields.   

 

 Luke is clear that this on a Sabbath, and as the men walk through the grainfields, they 

become hungry. 

 

 Therefore, in order to feed themselves, they pluck some of the grain and eat of it. 

 

 This was not forbidden in the Old Testament.  In fact, Deuteronomy 23:25 reads: 

 

Deuteronomy 23:25: “
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.” 

 

 In other words, as long as they did not try to harvest the field on a grand scale, they 

could pick enough to feed themselves. 

 

 As minor – and even necessary – as this seems, the Pharisees use it as an opportunity 

to condemn Jesus and His disciples. 

 

 

II. The Reaction of the Pharisees 

 

Then, we read in Verse 2:  
2
 But some of the Pharisees said, “Why are you doing what is not 

lawful to do on the Sabbath? 
 

 The impression here is that the Pharisees were keeping a close eye on the group. 

 

 The Pharisee’s question/challenge was made to the group collectively, as Luke uses 

the plural “you.”  However, Jesus is clearly the ultimate target, as they are His 

disciples and are following His example.  

 

 The Pharisees say, “Why are you doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath?” 

 

 Referring back to the Mishnah (the forty save four classes of work), Philip Ryken 

writes, “When the disciples picked some heads of grain, the Pharisees thought they 
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were reaping.  When they rubbed them in their hands to separate the wheat from the 

chaff, they considered this threshing and winnowing.  And when they started to eat 

the grain, they were guilty of preparing food on the Sabbath.  So with every mouthful, 

the disciples were violating the law four different ways.” 

 

o So when the Pharisees asked, “Why are you doing what is not lawful to do on 

the Sabbath?” what they really mean is, “Why are you breaking our law on 

the Sabbath?” 

 

o Tragically, the Pharisees had completely missed the point of the Sabbath. 

 

o The point of the Sabbath in the Old Testament was that one day a week, the 

people of Israel would cease from their normal labors, rest in God’s goodness, 

celebrate His abundant grace in their lives, worship Him as a covenant 

community, and ultimately anticipate His future complete salvation through 

His Messiah. 

 

o According to Michael Wilcock, “when their vision was clearest the Jews 

understood that the weekly day of rest was a ‘ritual anticipation of the advent 

of the messianic age’ – a kind of picture, in the form of a religious 

observance, of what the whole of life would once again be like when God’s 

Messiah came into the world to set things right – and therefore a thing of 

delight.” 

 

 And so the Pharisees challenge Jesus, no doubt wanting to “trip him up.” 

 

III. The Challenge of Christ 
3
 And Jesus answered them, “Have you not read what David did when he was hungry, he and 

those who were with him: 
4
 how he entered the house of God and took and ate the bread of the 

Presence, which is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and also gave it to those with him?  

 

 Even though the Pharisees addressed their question to the group, Jesus speaks up to 

challenge them. 

 

 In so doing, He uses one of His most common arguments – referring to the Old 

Testament. 

 

o He does this often in Scripture for the purpose of demonstrating His consistency 

with the Old Testament and their break from it. 

 

o He begins His challenge with the words, “Have you not read?”  These words 

essentially equate to the statement, “Surely you have read…” 

 

o Of course the answer is, with the Pharisees, that they have read the story and are 

familiar with it, no doubt.  The point is, though, that they have completely missed 

the point of the story. 
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 Jesus then gives the example of David, as recorded in 1 Samuel 21:1-7. 

 

“
1
 Then David came to Nob to Ahimelech the priest. And Ahimelech came to meet David 

trembling and said to him, “Why are you alone, and no one with you?” 
2
 And David said to 

Ahimelech the priest, “The king has charged me with a matter and said to me, ‘Let no one know 

anything of the matter about which I send you, and with which I have charged you.’ I have made 

an appointment with the young men for such and such a place. 
3
 Now then, what do you have on 

hand? Give me five loaves of bread, or whatever is here.” 
4
 And the priest answered David, “I 

have no common bread on hand, but there is holy bread—if the young men have kept themselves 

from women.” 
5
 And David answered the priest, “Truly women have been kept from us as 

always when I go on an expedition. The vessels of the young men are holy even when it is an 

ordinary journey. How much more today will their vessels be holy?” 
6
 So the priest gave him the 

holy bread, for there was no bread there but the bread of the Presence, which is removed from 

before the LORD, to be replaced by hot bread on the day it is taken away.  
7
 Now a certain man 

of the servants of Saul was there that day, detained before the LORD. His name was Doeg the 

Edomite, the chief of Saul's herdsmen.” 

 

 The example here occurred when David was on the run from Saul.  David was the 

anointed one of God – the future King of Israel – however, he had not yet been 

enthroned. 

 

 In this scene, David was at Nob and met Ahimelech, the priest.  Then, David asks for 

food for himself and his men.  All the priest has is “holy bread.” 

 

o This would have been the Bread of Presence, in the Tabernacle at Nob. 

 

o The Bread of Presence was part of the twelve loaves that were prepared by the 

Levites, changed once a week, and sat on a table in the Holy Place in the 

Tabernacle (and later the Temple). 

 

o All of this was in accordance with the Law (Leviticus 24:5-9; Exodus 25:30; 

39:36; 40:22-23; 1 Samuel 21:6; 1 Chronicles 9:32). 

 

o Although the account in 1 Samuel does not mention Sabbath, rabbinical tradition 

states that it was on a Sabbath with this incident occurred.  Given that Verses 5-6 

seem to indicate the bread had just been changed, this is definitely possible (that it 

is Sabbath) 

 

 Christ’s point here is certainly clear: a Pharisaical interpretation of the Law would 

mandate a condemnation of David and his men for apparently violating the letter of 

the Law. 

 

o One of the reasons for this example by Christ is to show His connection with 

David as the royal, Davidic Messiah. 

 



 
 

7 

 

o However, the point Jesus is making is that according to the Old Testament 

Law, only the priests could eat the “holy bread.” 

 

o One scholar has pointed out that the words of Jesus amount to Him saying, “If 

you condemn my disciples on this one, you also condemn David and his men!” 

 

o Of course, the Pharisees were not about to condemn David or his men, so they 

were, indeed, in a quandary. 

 

o But the point remains: Why was it ok for David and his men to apparently 

break the Law? 
 

o First of all, we must not forget that David and his men were on a mission from 

God, and David was God’s anointed.  He would be King one day.  And he needed 

to eat in order to survive, it was that simple. 

 

 David Gooding writes, “It was of paramount importance to the Lord that the Lord’s 

anointed should be fed; and it was perfectly proper, therefore, that a symbol whose strict 

consecration was designed to teach Israel to revere the service of the Lord, should be 

used to serve the needs of the Lord’s anointed.  And if serving his needs meant serving 

the needs of his servants, there was nothing improper about it.” 

 

 Joseph Pipa writes, “if it was proper to violate a ceremonial law when the Lord’s 

anointed was on the Lord’s business on the Sabbath, then surely the Anointed and His 

followers may break a man-made law while they are doing the Lord’s business on the 

Sabbath.” 

 

 Leon Morris writes, “Human need must not be subjected to barren legalism.” 

 

 

 Philip Ryken writes, “What David did violated the ceremonial law, but it was still the 

right thing to do because it was necessary to help people in need.  God always desires 

mercy more than observance of sacred rituals (Matthew 12:6-7). 

 

 Matthew 12:6-7: “
6
 I tell you, something greater than the temple is here. 

7
 And if you had 

known what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice,’ you would not have 

condemned the guiltless.”  

 

 We actually saw a real-life application of this principle nearly fifteen years ago.  In 

London, England on April 12, 1998, it was reported: 

 

“A Jewish man will become the first person to receive a pig heart transplant.  Yoran Nophar, 39, 

has volunteered for the operation in Israel after waiting six years for a human heart.  While Jews 

are forbidden by their religion to eat pork, Chief Rabbi Shear Yashu Cohen said: ‘There is no 

reason not to use a pig to save a human life.’” 
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 I would say that this would be a proper application of the Law (although the Rabbi here is 

certainly not appealing to the example of Christ). 

 

 Another hypothetical example could be to consider Luke (the author of this Gospel and a 

physician).  What if a man, women or child became ill on the Sabbath?  Luke’s 

occupation was that of a physician, so would it have been lawful to address the human 

need before him?  Of course it would have. 

 

IV. The Declaration of Christ 
5
 And he said to them, “The Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath.” 

 

 Finally, Jesus makes a declaration: “The Son of Man is the lord of the Sabbath.”. 

 

o Throughout Luke thus far, we have seen several names for Jesus: “The Son of the 

Most High” (Luke 1:32), “a Savior, who is Christ the Lord” (Luke 2:11), the 

beloved Son in whom the Father is well-pleased (Luke 3:22).  Here, we have a 

unique title for Christ – the Lord of the Sabbath. 

 

o “Son of Man” is Christ’s favorite self-designation and recalls Daniel 7:9-14.  This 

title certainly points to His humanity, but also to His messianic function. 

 

 Yet, Jesus does not just refer to Himself as the “Son of Man”, but as the Lord of the 

Sabbath. 

 

o Leon Morris calls this “a staggering claim, for the Sabbath was of divine 

institution.” 

 

The Sabbath was an institution established by God at Creation.  It was also included as part of 

the Law given to Moses at Mount Sinai.  For Jesus to be claiming to be the Lord of the 

Sabbath, He is claiming nothing less than divinity.  He is claiming to be Creator and the Law-

giver. 

 

 Many take this statement by Christ to mean that He is declaring the Sabbath to no longer 

matter, that by simply believing in Him, one keeps the Sabbath. 

 

o I have personally held to this belief for many years, but I must say that after 

closely examining this text, in light of the entirety of Scripture, I do not believe 

that this is what Jesus is teaching. 

 

 One of the primary reasons for my position on this is that when challenged 

by the Pharisees regarding the actions of His disciples, Christ could have 

easily said, “Now that the Son of Man has come, the Sabbath is no longer 

necessary.”  He could have indicated, quite clearly, that belief in Him 

amounted to Sabbath-keeping…but He did not.  Rather, He appealed to 

the Old Testament, a time when Sabbath-keeping was clearly commanded 

by God. 
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 Jesus statement that He is Lord of the Sabbath, given the context of this passage, must 

mean this: He, not the Pharisees, has the authority to dictate the proper 

interpretation of the divine Institution. 

 

 Therefore, I would submit, there is still a significance for the Sabbath, as we have not yet 

entered into our final Sabbath-rest.  Otherwise, as with the laws regarding clean/unclean 

foods, the Scriptures would have been more explicit in abolishing the Sabbath. 

 

 J.C. Ryle wrote, over one hundred years ago, “We must not allow ourselves to be carried 

away by the common notion that the Sabbath is a mere Jewish ordinance, and that it was 

abolished and one away by Christ.  There is not a single passage of the Gospels which 

proves this.  In every case where we find our Lord speaking upon it, He speaks against 

the false views of it, which were taught by the Pharisees, but not against the day itself.” 

 

 Ryles goes on to say, “The architect who repairs a building, and restores it to its proper 

use, is not the destroyer of it, but the preserver.” 

________________________________________________________________ 

 So the grand question remains, if the Sabbath remains today, when should it be observed 

(Saturday or Sunday), and how? 

 

 I will attempt to address both of these questions (especially the first) next week, but I 

would like to say that given today’s passage, there are at least two points we can affirm 

regarding keeping the Sabbath (not deny). 

 

o The first would be acts of mercy and the second, acts of necessity. 

 

o As our own statement of faith, The Second London Baptist Confession of Faith of 

1689 states: 

 

“The [Christian] sabbath (Sunday) is then kept holy unto the Lord, when men, after a due 

preparing of their hearts, and ordering their common affairs aforehand, do not only observe an 

holy rest all day, from their own works, words and thoughts, about their worldly employment 

and recreations, but are also taken up the whole time in the public and private exercises of his 

worship, and in the duties of necessity and mercy.” 

 

 In my opinion, there appears to be an example up through this point in Scripture that the 

Sabbath was to be a day of rest – rest from the “normal” business of the other days of the 

week.  However, it was never to be a rest from acts of necessity, mercy and love. 

 

 Like any conviction and spiritual discipline, Sabbath-keeping did not involve merely the 

denial of work, but the affirmation of other activities.   

 

o Consider the discipline of fasting (Dirk actually mentioned this a few weeks ago).  

Fasting is an exercise in seeing how long you can go without eating or even 



 
 

10 

 

drinking.  The purpose is to actively fill those times with communion with God, 

not just sitting around wondering how many hours you have left until you can eat 

again! 

 

o And so was the original purpose of Sabbath.  And I must say that I am not exactly 

sure of the how in today’s society, but I must say, that given the biblical 

testimony, it appears that we are to honor the Lord’s Day, in a special way.  

 

o And I will expand on this – and conclude – next week.  

 

 


