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JESUS VIOLATES THE SABBATH 
 
Mark 2:23-3:7 
 

23 And it came to pass, that he went through the corn fields on the sabbath 
day; and his disciples began, as they went, to pluck the ears of corn. 24 And 
the Pharisees said unto him, Behold, why do they on the sabbath day that 
which is not lawful? 25 And he said unto them, Have ye never read what 
David did, when he had need, and was a hungred, he, and they that were with 
him? 26 How he went into the house of God in the days of Abiathar the high 
priest, and did eat the shewbread, which is not lawful to eat but for the 
priests, and gave also to them which were with him? 27 And he said unto 
them, The sabbath was made for man, and not man for the sabbath: 
28 therefore the Son of man is Lord also of the sabbath.  
III. 1 And he entered again into the synagogue; and there was a man there 
which had a withered hand. 2 And they watched him, whether he would heal 
him on the sabbath day; that they might accuse him. 3 And he saith unto the 
man which had the withered hand, Stand forth. 4 And he saith unto them, Is it 
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lawful to do good on the sabbath days, or to do evil? to save life, or to kill? 
But they held their peace. 5 And when he had looked round about on them 
with anger, being grieved for the hardness of their hearts, he saith unto the 
man, Stretch forth thine hand. And he stretched it out: and his hand was 
restored whole as the other. 6 And the Pharisees went forth, and straightway 
took counsel with the Herodians against him, how they might destroy him 
(KJV). 
 

JESUS DISCIPLES IN THE GRAINFIELDS 
 
Mark 2:23 
 

23 And it came to pass, that he went through the corn fields on the sabbath 
day; and his disciples began, as they went, to pluck the ears of corn (KJV). 

 
The Jews living under the Mosaic Law knew that they could eat of a neighbor’s crop if 
they were travelling through his fields. They could only eat what they needed and could 
not gather a large amount to be carried away. This was a practical manifestation of the 
command to love one’s neighbor as one’s self (Leviticus 19:18). God had provided for 
the people in term of His giving them the yield of the crops and land, therefore they 
should share. This situation fell in to the Law regarding feeding travellers moving 
through the area and landing on their property. In a like manner the citizens of the Jewish 
Commonwealth were required to leave a portion of their harvest for the poor (Leviticus 
23:22). God provides for those who have little and those in need. 
 
Deuteronomy 23:24-25 
 

24When thou comest into thy neighbor’s vineyard, then thou mayest eat of 
grapes thy fill at thine own pleasure; but thou shalt not put any in thy vessel. 
25When thou comest into thy neighbor’s standing grain, then thou mayest 
pluck the ears with thy hand; but thou shalt not move a sickle unto thy 
neighbor’s standing grain (ASV 1910). 

 
Knowing the hearts of the Pharisees and Scribes He may have purposely challenged them 
to bring the issue of their legalistic rigidity to light. In any event He and His disciples 
were carrying out a perfectly legal activity by plucking some grain from the wheat fields 
for their personal consumption. It caught the eye of the Pharisees and they sought to 
complain to Him about their behavior. 
 
THE PHARISEES LEGALISM 
 
Mark 2:24-26 
 

24 And the Pharisees said unto him, Behold, why do they on the sabbath day 
that which is not lawful? 25 And he said unto them, Have ye never read what 
David did, when he had need, and was a hungred, he, and they that were with 
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him? 26 How he went into the house of God in the days of Abiathar the high 
priest, and did eat the shewbread, which is not lawful to eat but for the 
priests, and gave also to them which were with him (KJV)? 

 
The Pharisees began to challenge Him regarding a different infraction of the Mosaic Law, 
that of reaping or gathering in crops (Exodus 34:21). This was an activity that was 
prohibited on the Sabbath so they demanded and explanation from Him regarding their 
behavior. Oddly they failed to see that there was no ingathering of any volume. They 
only took what they needed for personal consumption. Their demand for an explanation 
from Jesus reveals two issues. One, they failed to accept the Scriptures of the Law as 
authoritative emanating from God. They preferred to rest their complaint on their own 
legalistic non-biblical rules. Two, they were out to sabotage His work with the people by 
accusing Him of violating their laws. Jesus then gives the Pharisees an example of a 
similar incident from the Old Testament where genuine human need took a priority over 
ceremonial regulations. 
 
I Samuel 21:2-6 
 

2And David said unto Ahimelech the priest, The king hath commanded me a 
business, and hath said unto me, Let no man know anything of the business 
whereabout I send thee, and what I have commanded thee: and I have 
appointed the young men to such and such a place. 3Now therefore what is 
under thy hand? give me five loaves of bread in my hand, or whatsoever there 
is present. 4And the priest answered David, and said, There is no common 
bread under my hand, but there is holy bread; if only the young men have 
kept themselves from women. 5And David answered the priest, and said unto 
him, Of a truth women have been kept from us about these three days; when I 
came out, the vessels of the young men were holy, though it was but a 
common journey; how much more then to-day shall their vessels be holy? 6So 
the priest gave him holy bread; for there was no bread there but the 
showbread, that was taken from before Jehovah, to put hot bread in the day 
when it was taken away (ASV 1901). 

 
There is some slight confusion regarding Jesus referencing Abiathar while Samuel uses 
the term Ahimelech. One good explanation is from Hendrickson. 
 

The father, Ahimelech, and the son, Abiathar, were both present when David 
came to Nob, and both gave the bread to David. Soon afterward the father 
was killed; the son became high priest and recorded the facts.1 

 
David had fled from Saul for the final time to Nob, which is halfway between Jerusalem 
and Gibeah. He was seeking some sanctuary from Saul and Saul’s men. He stopped in 
Nob and asked a priest to give him some bread to feed his hungry men. The priest replied 
by saying that this was special bread used in the ceremonies of the Tabernacle called the 
                                                
1 Hendriksen, W., & Kistemaker, S. J. (1953–2001). Exposition of the Gospel According to Mark (Vol. 10, 
p. 107). Grand Rapids: Baker Book House. 
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Showbread.  The questioning of David and his men of not being with women was to 
inquire as to whether they were ritualistically pure to take the Showbread according to the 
Mosaic Law (Leviticus 15:18; Leviticus 24:5-9). So the priest gave David the loaves of 
Showbread and replaced them with common bread (v.6). David eating this Showbread 
exemplifies the spirit of the Law, which means that these laws were made for man and 
therefore life is more holy than any holy bread. Even though they did appear to the priest 
to be ritualistically pure the greater need was to feed these hungry men and not worry 
about abiding by some ceremony while food was available to feed needy men. Jesus 
concluded this interaction with the Pharisees after the quote for 1 Samuel 21 by saying, 
“The sabbath was made for man, and not man for the sabbath: therefore the Son of man 
is Lord also of the sabbath.” 
 
The Sabbath was designed as a day of rest for people. God knows we need to have a 
respite from our endeavors. This is what Jesus was referring to by saying, “The sabbath 
was made for man,” The Pharisees who were extremely legalistic made the Sabbath a 
day of extremely complex rules which no man could follow. They were the only one who 
benefitted from these complex legalistic rules. This is why Jesus said, “and not man for 
the sabbath:” In other words the Sabbath was created for mankind. It was not created to 
force mankind into some phony ceremony. Jesus concluded His time with them by 
saying, “therefore the Son of man is Lord also of the sabbath.” This was an additional 
affirmation of His deity since they all knew that only God had the authority to specify the 
genuine nature of the Sabbath. Here He was saying that He is Lord over the Sabbath. This 
caused additional anger within them as they certainly took it as heresy. Jesus was putting 
Himself above the creation and the law. He therefore had the authority to manage their 
traditions and regulations as He saw fit. But He was not violating their genuine Law, only 
their non-biblical one they had manufactured and promulgated themselves.  
 
JESUS HEALS ON THE SABBATH 
 
Mark 3:1-5 
 

 1 And he entered again into the synagogue; and there was a man there which 
had a withered hand. 2 And they watched him, whether he would heal him on 
the sabbath day; that they might accuse him. 3 And he saith unto the man 
which had the withered hand, Stand forth. 4 And he saith unto them, Is it 
lawful to do good on the sabbath days, or to do evil? to save life, or to kill? 
But they held their peace. 5 And when he had looked round about on them 
with anger, being grieved for the hardness of their hearts, he saith unto the 
man, Stretch forth thine hand. And he stretched it out: and his hand was 
restored whole as the other. (KJV). 

 
This episode is the last of five confrontations Jesus had with the religious authorities in 
Israel. Each one was caused greater escalating tension between Him and them. It would 
eventually lead to them finally plotting to have Him killed. The primary reason that they 
eventually had Jesus killed was because they couldn't handle the Truth that He spoke and 
He always overwhelmed their lack of genuine knowledge of the Scriptures and God as 
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well. In this particular situation Jesus asked them a question, which left them 
dumbfounded because they could not answer it.  
 
He went in a synagogue where He usually taught on the Sabbath. Upon entering He saw a 
man with his right hand (Luke 6:6) withered. The Pharisees (Mark 3:6) carefully watched 
Him to see if there would be any Sabbath violations of which they could accuse Him.  
Now in order to broadcast the event Jesus has the man stand up so all in attendance could 
witness the miracle He was about to do. The Pharisees permitted healing on the Sabbath 
only if one’s life was in danger.  
 
Hosea 6:6  
 

6 For I desire (Mercy) goodness, and not sacrifice (Law); and the knowledge 
of God more than burnt-offerings. 7But they like Adam have transgressed the 
covenant: there have they dealt treacherously against me (ASV 1901). 

 
This was not the case though. The man was deformed but it was not life threatening. As 
Hosea points out mercy was above the Law. The issue here was the appropriateness of 
doing good and showing mercy to those in need or following the letter of the Law. The 
Pharisees knew the Law and they also had a passion to seek to kill Jesus. So He went 
right to the heart of the matter and asked them, “Is it lawful to do good on the sabbath 
days, or to do evil? to save life, or to kill? But they held their peace.” They could not 
answer because they knew he as asking them an impossible question. Jesus became angry 
with the Pharisees because he could see the hardness of their hearts and their refusal to 
see any good that He was about to do. This is the only explicit reference to Jesus being 
angry in the New Testament. They only saw in their intense anger an animosity that 
blinded them to who He was and what He was trying to teach them. He wanted them to 
experience God’s mercy in a special way as He administered divine healing to a crippled 
man in need. They looked at it as work on the Sabbath. In light of their perception of His 
violation of their Laws, their efforts to have Him killed now escalated. For now Jesus 
went ahead and healed the man in front of all the people in the congregation and 
especially the Pharisees. The man got his full use of the right hand back and didn’t have 
to face the indignity of a deformed person in Jewish society. 
 
POLITICAL ALLIANCES PRODUCE STRANGE BEDFELLOWS 
 
Mark 3:6 
 

6 And the Pharisees went forth, and straightway took counsel with the 
Herodians against him, how they might destroy him (KJV). 

 
In their intense hatred for Jesus they immediately went to plot with their 

archenemies the Herods, against Him. The Herod family was a tool of the Romans to 
assist them in subjugating the Jews. Clearly, Herod the great was not a Jewish but a 
Roman/Edomite king. He sometimes would revert to violence, employing mercenaries 
and secret police to enforce order. He had become the ruler of the Jews with Roman help 
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and he boasted to be “philokaisar” (the emperor's friend). On top of the gate of the new 
Temple, a golden eagle was erected, a symbol of Roman power in the heart of the holy 
city resented by all pious believers. Worse, Augustus ordered and paid the priests of the 
Temple to sacrifice twice a day on behalf of himself, the Roman Senate and the people. 
Herod clearly added to the chaos and occupation of Israel. He was hated by the Jews, as 
were his sons after him. Herod evoked the hatred of the Jews because: 

 
He was appointed their king as a non-Jew. 
He took additional control away from them in terms of their affairs. 
He took their money. 
He built Greek like buildings & dedicated them to the Romans. 
He transgressed the Mosaic Law. 
He employed violence including secret police to persecute them. 

 
For the Pharisees to go to the Herodians their enemies, their hatred for Jesus exceeded 
their hatred for the Herods. The Pharisees knew that they had influence with the Romans 
to get Jesus killed. They were helpless to have Him killed with in their Law. When the 
Romans took control of Israel they allowed the Jews to run their own affairs except for 
capital punishment. The two enemies now took counsel together to discuss ways to get 
rid of Jesus.  
 
THE SABBATH 
 
What Jesus was preparing for was a complete elimination of the ceremonial Law. His 
death and resurrection would usher in a new era. Therefore the Scriptures are emphatic 
that the requirement to keep the Sabbath has been terminated for the New Testament 
believer. New Testament Scriptures validate that the Law of Moses (with all of its 
components – including the sabbath) has been eliminated. Paul affirmed that the “law of 
commandments” was abolished “through the cross” (Ephesians 2:14). Similarly, the 
“bond written in ordinances” (which contained such things as feast days, sabbaths, etc.) 
was taken out of the way, having been nailed to the cross (Colossians 2:14-16). The New 
Testament Law replaced the entire Old Testament Law. It was a complete replacement 
not a partial one. Observe the following: 
 
In Romans 7, the apostle argued that the Christian is “dead to the law through the body of 
Christ” (4). He further contended that the child of God is “discharged from the law” (6). 
 
What “law” was in view? Was it just a “ceremonial” law? No that is not the case, for 
subsequently Paul says: “For I had not known coveting, except the law had said, ‘You 
shall not covet’” (Romans 7: 7; cf. Exodus 20:17). Clearly, the law to which the Christian 
is “dead,” i.e., separated from, and from which he is “discharged,” included the Ten 
Commandments. The Christian is not under obligation to keep the Sabbath. The fact is, 
just after he affirmed that the law was “nailed to the cross,” Paul declared that no one 
could “judge,” i.e., condemn a Christian for not keeping feast days, sabbaths, etc. 
(Colossians 2:16). That statement could not have been made had the sabbath-law still 
been operative. 
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There is no doubt that many who keep the Sabbath are genuinely sincere in their 
profession of keeping the seventh day. But sincerity alone does not justify making it 
mandatory. First they have devised their own Sabbath. They avoid the terms of Sabbath 
keeping given in the Bible. Second they make Sabbath keeping a requirement for 
salvation and /or sanctification both of which constitute the heresy of legalism. The 
modern practice of “sabbath-keeping” is simply erroneous. 

FIRST CENTURY CHRISTIAN PRACTICE 

There is no evidence that the early church observed the Sabbath with apostolic approval. 
The apostles frequented the synagogues on the Sabbath for the purpose of proclaiming 
the gospel. That is where the greatest concentration of Jews would have been (cf. Acts 
13:14; 17:1-2, etc.), and the message regarding Jesus was to be spoken first to them 
(Romans 1:16). 

But there is no evidence that the early church, under divine guidance, came together to 
worship God on the Sabbath day. 

• The kingdom of Christ was established on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:1), which 
always fell on “the morrow after the sabbath” (Leviticus 23:15-16), hence, on 
Sunday. So the church started out meeting for worship on the first day of the week 
not to observe the Sabbath (cf. Acts 2:42). 
 

• The disciples at Troas “were gathered together” [passive voice] upon “the first day of 
the week” to break bread, i.e., to worship, (Acts 20:7). The specific day of 
meeting was no accident. Though Paul was anxious to get to Jerusalem (20:16), 
he waited seven days for the opportunity to assemble with the church. 

 
• It simply meant that they decided to “meet” on the first day of the week. It says nothing 

about keeping the Sabbath.  

• The saints in Corinth were assembling, and contributing into the church treasury, 
“every first day of the week” (1 Corinthians 16:2). 

 

While it was true that some weak or uninformed Christians had a problem making a clean 
break with the Mosaic economy (Romans 14:1ff; Galatians 4:10-11), it is important to 
recognize that inspired apostolic teaching sought to correct this error. 

Also, there is the record of the post-apostolic patristic writers. For the first three centuries 
of Christian history, the testimony is uniform that the original disciples of Jesus Christ 
worshipped on Sunday. They did not worship on the Sabbath and they did not call 
Sunday the Sabbath. Here is a sampling of that testimony. 



 8 

 Justin Martyr (A.D. 140) declared that “on the day called Sunday” the primitive 
Christians met for worship. He further stated that this was the day on which Christ 
was raised from the dead (I.186). 

  

 Clement of Alexandria (A.D. 194) spoke of the one who “keeps the Lord’s day” as 
“glorifying the Lord’s resurrection in Himself” (ANF.II.545). 

  

 Tertullian (A.D. 200) argued that the “old law” had been consummated; thus the 
“observance of the Sabbath is demonstrated to have been temporary” 
(ANF.III.155). Elsewhere he says that “Sabbaths are strange” to Christians, and 
that they share together “the Lord’s day” (70). 

  

 Eusebius (A.D. 324), known as the “father of church history,” stated that Sabbath-
observance does not “belong to Christians.” On the other hand, he asserted that 
Christians “celebrate the Lord’s days . . . in commemoration of his resurrection” 
(26,113). 

  

 Noted historian Philip Schaff concludes: “The universal and uncontradicted Sunday 
observance in the second century can only be explained by the fact that it had its 
roots in the apostolic practice” (478-479). 

 

Many Bible teachers have erroneously referred to Sunday as the Sabbath. They have done 
so for a variety of reasons. Chief among them has been an unwillingness to separate the 
New Testament Church from the Mosaic Law written to the Nation of Israel in the Old 
Testament. The apostle Paul dedicated the book of Galatians to refuting the mandatory 
“keeping of the Law” for those coming into the Church. This included both Jews and 
Gentiles. Due to the freedom we have in Christ some Jews that became Christians wanted 
to continue keeping the Law, which includes the Sabbath, but they did so out of 
preference not out of commandment. We must make the distinction out of the two 
motivators, commandment and preference. (Galatians 5: 1; Colossians 2: 14-17) 

Finally, it is incorrect to refer to Sunday as “the Christian Sabbath.” 
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