THE SON OF MAN IS LORD OF THE SABBATH
Mark 2:23-3:6

Key Verse: 2:28

“So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.”

In today’s passage, Jesus meets a group of Pharisees with a question about law, and he meets one man with a shriveled hand. By answering the questions of the Pharisees, and by healing the man, he is revealed as the Son of Man who is Lord even of the Sabbath. What can we learn from this Son of Man?
I.  The Sabbath was Made for Man (2:23-28)

Where were Jesus and his disciples going one Sabbath? Verse 23 says, “One Sabbath Jesus was going through the grainfields, and as his disciples walked along, they began to pick some heads of grain.” This verse is a wonderful picture of Jesus and his disciples. Jesus called them to follow him. He called Peter and Andrew by the lake in Galilee, and James and John in the same way, although they were busy fishermen. He called Levi the tax collector, a man who had betrayed his own people and sold himself to Rome. These were a few of the ones Jesus called. His calling was a permanent calling. His calling of them meant that he took every responsibility for them completely. It also meant that they were with him in all things. On this occasion, they were headed through the grainfields on the Sabbath. While Jesus had called them, they in turn followed Jesus. It was on the one hand the desertion of the life they had lived up until they met him. On the other hand, it was a complete involvement in this new life. The disciples followed Jesus, not just on the Sabbath, but every day. They followed him as a matter of life. They ate together, walked together and slept together. Since this was a Sabbath, they would probably go to the synagogue, where Jesus may teach, preach the word and heal. This is what they did on the Sabbath day, but for them, every day was like a Sabbath. Every day they were taking refuge in Jesus, in his healing and his word.
What were his disciples doing? On this Sabbath, the disciples began to pick the heads of grain. Mark doesn’t specify why they were picking the heads of grain. From Jesus’ remark in the following verses, they may have been hungry. But no mention is made of their eating the heads of grain. They may have even picked heads of grain as just an afterthought as they walked along, just something to keep their hands busy. They might have playfully thrown the grain at each other.

Who else was there, and what was their concern? Look at verse 24. “The Pharisees said to him, ‘Look, why are they doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?’” There was Jesus going through the grainfields, and there were Jesus’ disciples, following him as disciples should. And who else? There were the Pharisees. What were they doing in the grainfields? Evidently they were following Jesus as well, although their purpose seems to be more oriented toward surveillance of Jesus and his disciples. But they were allowed to follow Jesus as well. They were included in this story, not excluded. When they saw Jesus’ disciples picking heads of grain, they were appalled. They were shocked. The words literally overflowed from their mouths, “Look!” In their minds, the actions of the disciples were unconscionable. In their minds, the transgression was so obvious that it was shocking Jesus hadn’t corrected their aberrant behavior. Perhaps he hadn’t seen. In any case, how could it be? How could those who called themselves Jesus’ disciples, who Jesus called his own disciples, how could they now so openly do what was unlawful? And on the Sabbath, of all days? It wasn’t right.
But what was so wrong about it? Why was picking the heads of grain considered unlawful? On the one hand, the law permitted a person to eat the heads of grain in a neighbor’s field. Deuteronomy 23:25 says, “If you enter your neighbor’s grainfield, you may pick kernels with your hands, but you must not put a sickle to his standing grain.” The law itself recognizes the difference between the casual plucking of kernels and the act of harvesting grain. Both sides are meant to encourage the love and respect of neighbor, to discourage thievery on the one hand, and to encourage generosity on the other. But to the Pharisees, there was no difference. They favored a much stricter interpretation, based on Exodus 20:8-11. “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates. For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.” The emphasis of the Pharisees was on the prohibition of work described in Exodus 20:10. And while the law itself provided for the difference between plucking grain and threshing it, the Pharisees did not. They saw work on the Sabbath. They saw what was unlawful on the Sabbath.

What can we learn from their concern about what was unlawful? Their concern was based on their desire to follow God. They were not wishy-washy in their religion, they were serious. By obeying the law, they intended to come to God, to keep themselves pure before God. They wanted to avoid even the hint of anything unlawful, because they recognized that God had given the Law, and they feared God as their Judge. They avoided wrongdoing as a means of avoiding God’s wrath and punishment. They intended to live as God’s people in their times. They speak to all who have ever attempted to please God by avoiding sin. In fact, they represent one extreme; the other is to do whatever we want, and God will save us anyway. For most of us, the answer to the idea of unrestricted freedom is some amount of restraint. This is our answer. But if it is, then why don’t we praise the Pharisees, who showed such a wonderful example of restraint? Why isn’t that our answer?
Look at verses 25 and 26. How did Jesus answer the Pharisees? He answered, “Have you never read what David did when he and his companions were hungry and in need? In the days of Abiathar the high priest, he entered the house of God and ate the consecrated bread, which is lawful only for priests to eat. And he also gave some to his companions.” 
First, “Have you never read…?” (25a) What could the words, “Have you never read,” indicate?  The Pharisees were more well-read than almost anyone. But Jesus asked them, “Have you never read…?” Jesus called their attention back to the word of God. The truth is that when they read—even when they memorized large passages of Scriptures—they never read. They knew the Bible backward and forward, and the Bible supported every idea they had. They could quote Scripture to support their life, in this case, the perfectly sound Scriptural reasoning for their practice of Sabbath law. To them, Jesus asked, “Have you never read…?” To the ones who used the Bible as the basis of their life, Jesus asked, “Have you never read…?” 
Second, what David did. (25b-26) What “unlawful” thing did David do, and even include his companions in doing? Once when he and his companions were hungry and in need, David did something that was a clear violation of the law. He went into the house of God on the pretext of being on a holy mission, when actually he was running for his life from King Saul. He took the consecrated bread that was unlawful for him or anyone but a priest to eat. And not only did he eat it, he also gave some to his companions, and by his boldness, they also were emboldened to eat the consecrated bread. Why might Jesus have referenced David, and particularly this event, to the Pharisees? It is because of the obvious dilemma his actions raise in light of the scrutiny of the Pharisees. Think about it. In the world of the Pharisees, David must be considered a lawbreaker. Under the scrutiny of the Pharisees, David was an extremely poor shepherd, who encouraged others to break the law with him. But to this same David, God himself entrusted the kingdom of Israel, and its people, to be under his shepherding. To this David God gave the beautiful and hopeful promise of eternal redemption through his son. And God proclaimed this David to be a man after God’s own heart. There is a serious question raised here. According to the Pharisees, not only was David a lawbreaker, but God didn’t care. He allowed it and tolerated it. Based on the Pharisees’ standard, and based on their question in verse 24, they could not tolerate this kind of “unlawful” practice. But God not only tolerated David, he loved him and rewarded him. Then who is God? Jesus taught this story of David to shine the light of God himself on their practice of sin avoidance. In their practice, they had actually been avoiding God until now. Jesus brought them back to God—who is God of the Sabbath law as well as God of David. How full of compassion is Jesus our Lord. He could have answered the question in verse 24 with the words in verse 27. But he took the question of the Pharisees so seriously. He never questioned their hearts or their motives. He brought them back to the word of God that they had never read, and he planted the question, “Then who is God?” in their hearts. In this way, Jesus prepared them to teach the truth of Sabbath and of himself.
What does Jesus teach about the Sabbath? Verse 27 says, “Then he said to them, ‘The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.’” What is the Sabbath? The Sabbath is what God made. God is the Creator. He made the heavens and the earth and man. According to Genesis 2:1-3, when God had made all things he created a seventh day, a day when he rested from all the work of creating that he had done. God blessed the seventh day and made it holy. The Sabbath was made by God. It is the expression of God’s holiness. 
At the same time, this Sabbath was made for man. When God made man, he created him to belong to God. When man sinned, God gave the hope of restoration to man. The Sabbath that was made for man is beautifully found in the ten commandments. There God commanded his people Israel to keep the Sabbath. Of all people on earth, God called the people of Israel. He brought them out of Egypt with his mighty hand. He made them to be called by his name. He protected them with a pillar of cloud and a pillar of fire. He led them in the desert. They belonged to God by his one sided grace. To them, God gave the Sabbath. To the people who had to work to survive in this world, he made the Sabbath, so that his people who were called by his name might even for one day rest in God. The Sabbath was made so that the people of God could come back to God, be aware of God, be focused on seeking God, in the midst of the six days of laboring and doing all of their work. The Sabbath was made for man. It is the wedding of the holiness of God with man in this fallen world. 

The final hope of Sabbath is the eternal rest in God. The Hebrews author expressed it like this: “There remains, then, a Sabbath-rest for the people of God; for anyone who enters God’s rest also rests from his own work, just as God did from his. Let us, therefore, make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one will fall by following their example of disobedience.” (Heb 4:9-11) Here we see the hope that is given in the truth of Sabbath. It is the hope of complete healing and restoration of a man in this fallen world to be united in eternal rest with Creator God. Indeed, the Sabbath was made for man. 
In the example of David then, what do we see? He was a man who had to survive in this world. Not only so, he had a few hundred companions following him who had to survive in this world. But out of his desperation in this world, he even more desperately sought God. He was a man after God’s own heart. He fought the Philistine who dared to defy the God of Israel and felled him with a single stone. He made every effort to enter God’s rest. In the course of desperately seeking God and his desperation to survive in this world, he wrote countless Psalms to God. He cried out to God, pursued God, hoped in God. How could a man like this ever live a life that seeks God and hopes in God? “The Sabbath was made for man.” Far from being a man who lived to avoid wrongdoing, David is the example of one who plunged himself into the life of seeking God and following God. And his being accepted by God declares to us the truth, “The Sabbath was made for man.”
What about the disciples? They followed Jesus with the same hope. Some had been fishermen, one even a tax collector. To this day they were known to eat with tax collectors and sinners. But they did this in the course of following Jesus as a matter of life. If Jesus was in a grainfield, then the disciples were in a grainfield. If Jesus was in a synagogue, they were in a synagogue. They listened to his teaching, though they didn’t always understand. Jesus called them out of their desperation in this world to desperately seek God through him. He gave them hope of eternal life and rest—Sabbath—every day. In this way, the Sabbath was not a day, but it was a life, and it was life. Jesus bore all of them. They became known by his name. Because of this, Jesus was sometimes called a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners. Jesus lived like this so that these disciples could seek God with eternal hope. His embracing of the disciples teaches us that the Sabbath was made for man. 

The examples of David as well as Jesus’ disciples should wake us up from our slumber. If we began to live a life consumed with avoiding wrongdoing, if we began to use the Bible to justify our Christian life, if we became careful, but lost the desperate and all consuming passion of seeking God, Jesus calls us to repent. “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.” When we were called by the word of God, we were amazed by Jesus, his difference, and we desired to live as his disciples, that is, we pursued Jesus and his word as a matter of life. If our God became like a surveillance officer, scrutinizing our every move to see if anything was violated—as if God created man just to see if he would obey the Law or the Sabbath—Jesus calls us to repent. The Sabbath was made for man. We are called in an absolute sense out of this fallen world moment by moment to seek the eternal rest promised by God—the Sabbath. What have I been seeking? I became a man of responsibility in this world, whether at work, at home or in the ministry. It is a disease that affects my entire approach to life and to God. But I lost the desperation and the joy of a God seeking and desperate person. Sin crept in, and I lost sight of God. What does Jesus say to me? “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.” Personally I am thankful for this Mark study, that through it I can begin to be awakened and alive and desperate for God, not hoping in the rest from my responsibility, but rest in God who made the Sabbath for man.
What does Jesus teach about himself? Verse 28 says, “So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.” Here Jesus referred to himself as the Son of Man. He is Lord, even of the Sabbath. There is a difference in being ruled by the Sabbath law and being ruled by Jesus. Jesus calls the Pharisees, his disciples, and all people to live under his rule, for he is the Lord of the Sabbath. He is the Son of Man, who subjected himself to the scrutiny of the Pharisees, and who defended his law breaking disciples, against the questions of the Pharisees, while at the same time helping them to repent and live as ones desperate for God. He took the question that had no good answer, and he used it to testify to God who made the Sabbath, and to provide the rest today and forever for all who come to him and follow him. The Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.
II.  Jesus Heals a Man with a Shriveled Hand (3:1-6)

Where did Jesus go on another Sabbath, and who was there? Verse 1 says, “Another time he went into the synagogue, and a man with a shriveled hand was there.” What was the man’s problem? This man had a shriveled hand. It was a problem for him. Because of his shriveled hand, he became self conscious. Whenever he met someone, he couldn’t shake their hand with confidence because it was shriveled. He never felt like he made a good first impression. There was the added stigma for him of having a shriveled hand, which could be a sign of God’s punishment on him. The man was defined by everyone, and he defined himself in terms of his shriveled hand. His shriveled hand dictated his life in many ways. Why might a man like this have come to the synagogue? Maybe he found some comfort in the word of God that was preached there. So he came to the synagogue, and on this day, Jesus came into the synagogue.
Guess who else was there? Look at verse 2. “Some of them were looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, so they watched him closely to see if he would heal him on the Sabbath.” In this verse, “them” refers to the same Pharisees Jesus had been teaching in the previous passage. Mark links these two stories together for a purpose: to teach the truth that the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath. Then what were some of the Pharisees doing there? They were looking for a reason to accuse Jesus. This is humorous. When one man with a shriveled hand saw Jesus come in, his heart skipped a beat, and he became excited with the hope of healing. When the Pharisees saw Jesus come in, their hearts skipped a beat and they became excited with the prospect of accusing Jesus of healing on the Sabbath. Why might they have been so concerned about Jesus healing a person on the Sabbath? Based on the previous passage, they considered healing to be work, and therefore a violation of Sabbath law. Based on the previous passage then, they could not move out of their servitude to the law and into the freedom of Jesus’ Lordship. As they had never read, they never listened either.
What did Jesus do next? First, Jesus said to the man with the shriveled hand, “Stand up in front of everyone.” (3) This was the first thing Jesus did. He addressed the man who needed healing in his hand. He asked the man to stand up in front of everyone. This was impossible. He could be too self conscious and lacking in confidence. He had a strong sense of shame. Surely if Jesus would heal him, then he would proudly stand up in front of everyone as a completely healed person. But Jesus commanded him now to stand up. Jesus wanted the man to confront and not avoid the problem of his shriveled hand, and do it in front of everyone. 
After this, what did Jesus ask the Pharisees? Verse 4 says, “Then Jesus asked them, ‘“Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to kill?’ But they remained silent.” Just as Jesus had the man with the shriveled hand stand up in front of everyone, he now addressed the Pharisees in front of everyone. While they had questions about what was unlawful, Jesus turned the question around and asked about what is lawful. Jesus confronted the shriveled religion of the Pharisees with the power of his word, the power of life. The religion of sin avoidance is dead. When they reject Jesus in favor of perpetuating their religion, they become evil. When their obsession with what is unlawful reaches its full measure, they would rather see a man with a shriveled hand than the glory of God. They would in this way prefer evil to good, and death to life. They in fact would be guilty of killing the man as well as Jesus and would even kill God who doesn’t conform to their system. This is the tragedy of man. The Pharisees meant to seek God and please God. They did what they did for this purpose. And they would have pursued this blindly except for Jesus. Jesus shined the light of God on their practice. Why? So that they could repent and have life. So that their shriveled religion could be completely restored, and so that they could be completely restored as they desired to be: God’s holy people. What did they do? They remained silent. They could not accept Jesus’ words, nor his ways. They could not respond to Jesus in front of the synagogue attendants. They remained in themselves.

What did Jesus do when the Pharisees remained silent? Verse 5 says, “He looked around at them in anger and, deeply distressed at their stubborn hearts, said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand.’ He stretched it out, and his hand was completely restored.” This verse reveals Jesus as the Son of Man and as the Lord of the Sabbath. 

First, Jesus was deeply distressed and angry. Why? Because of their stubborn hearts. Jesus had anger and distress when he saw the power of sin which crept into the hearts of God’s people, and made them so calloused that they could not receive his words. The anger and distress of Jesus can be compared with the wrath of God against sin, the all consuming fire of God. The power of sin made Jesus angry and distressed. Seeing God’s people in such a condition made him distressed just as the Lord’s heart was grieved and filled with pain whenever he saw his precious creation overcome with evil in the times of Noah. (Ge 6:7) We cannot be silent and unresponsive to Jesus. They had to reach out to Jesus for healing.

Second, Jesus healed the man with a shriveled hand. What did Jesus say to the man? He commanded the man with the shriveled hand to stretch out his hand. He wanted to display the life giving work of God He wanted the man to stretch out the ugly part of his life to be healed. What would happen to the man? According to verse 5 his hand was completely restored. Jesus healed the man right in front of the attendants of the synagogue. More importantly, he healed the man—completely restored the man—when he stretched out the one thing he could not stretch out: his shriveled hand. What light does this shed on Jesus’ anger and distress? Jesus bore their rejection on himself. The anger and distress was not visited on the Pharisees. Instead Jesus healed the man with the shriveled hand. Because of this the Pharisees would plot to kill Jesus. (6) Because of this, Jesus would assume the full wrath of God on sin, and even be forsaken by God, alone on the cross. He did this to heal just one man who stretched out his shriveled hand. He is truly the Lord of the Sabbath.

Here I can learn what it is for us to pray for 120. I can’t see this ministry ever being 120. If 120 is a fruitful grape, we are more like a raisin, shriveled in comparison. When I look at myself, I just seem to be getting a little older and a little more shriveled each day myself. I can’t even remove one wrinkle from my own shriveled life, let alone this ministry. Then what can I do? What can we do? I learn to stand up in front of everyone and stretch out my hand. I learn to offer the prayer that this ministry may be 120 to Jesus as stretching out my shriveled hand, with the hope that we may be completely restored.
