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The Gospel of Mark

Sermon 10: Sermon Notes

Title: “Lord of the Sabbath”
Scripture: Mark 2:23-28

Date preached: October 30th 2022

Scripture: Mark 2:23-28

23 Now it happened that He went through the grainfields on the Sabbath; and as they went
His disciples began to pluck the heads of grain. 24 And the Pharisees said to Him, “Look,
why do they do what is not lawful on the Sabbath?”

25 But He said to them, “Have you never read what David did when he was in need and
hungry, he and those with him: 26 how he went into the house of God in the days of Abiathar
the high priest, and ate the showbread, which is not lawful to eat except for the priests, and
also gave some to those who were with him?”

27 And He said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath.
28 Therefore the Son of Man is also Lord of the Sabbath.”
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Review

Last time I spoke a little about the structure of Mark's gospel. I explained how, inspired by the Holy
Spirit he had grouped together five stories of Jesus facing hostility or “push back” from the Jewish
authorities. These five narratives are often referred to as the “controversy stories.” Of course these
stories are not the full extent of the opposition the Lord Jesus faced. He clashed with the Jewish
authorities on no fewer than 13 occasions in Mark's gospel. But this deliberate and purposeful
grouping of five stories show how the Lord Jesus was first challenged and ultimately rejected by the
Jewish leaders. Last time we looked at the third controversy story. It was the issue over fasting. Let
us briefly review what we looked at in our last study.

The Lord Jesus was approached by some disciples of both the Pharisees and John the baptist. This
may strike us as an odd pairing. But often legalistic tendencies can be seen across people with very
different ideological views.

They wanted to know why Jesus' disciples did not fast as they did. We don't know how frequently
John's disciples fasted. Most likely it was a common practice amongst them. We do know that the
Pharisees fasted twice per week.

Fasting may be defined as abstaining from food or drink in order to focus on prayer and seeking
God's will. Or to say it more neatly, fasting is denying the flesh in order to strengthen the spirit. As |
said last time fasting is mentioned around 70 times in the bible. This means it is an important
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spiritual discipline. It is one that we can use as individuals in order to seek after, or draw nearer to
God and better determine His will.

In the Old testament fasting could be both private and public. Just like today people could do it
privately in order to draw closer to God. There were also times when a national (public) fast was
called for. If for example the nation was threatened by an external enemy or had drifted away from
God the priests may call on the people to fast. However in terms of regular public fasting God
commanded all the people to fast on only one occasion in the year. This was on the Day of
Atonement (Yom Kippur). This was the most solemn holy day of all the Israelite feasts and
festivals. It was the day in which the High Priest would perform elaborate rituals to atone for the
sins of the people. Today, Jews traditionally observe this holy day with a 25-hour period of fasting
and intensive prayer.

The Lord Jesus of course would have observed the fasting associated with the Day of Atonement.
This then was not the type of fasting being referred to here. What had happened over time was that
the Pharisees had developed a practice of fasting twice a week. This was not prescribed in scripture
but was one of their many man-made traditions. Sadly, this was not done in order to draw closer to
God. Rather it was done to demonstrate to observers how pious and righteous they were. They
wanted to draw people's attention to themselves. This is a long way from the real purpose of fasting.

In order to answer their question Jesus asks them to consider a wedding. Jewish weddings as we
have spoken about before were lengthy times of feasting and celebration. They were certainly not a
time for fasting. So Jesus is saying that whilst He, the bridegroom is here it is not the time or place
for fasting. Fasting after all was commonly associated with sorrow, sadness and mourning. Whilst
Jesus was on earth it was a time for joy and celebration. When He has left them then it would be
appropriate to fast.

He then proceeds, through the use of two parables to explain why the old way of doing things is
incompatible with the new. Jesus was here to bring the new, not to unite with the old. Christianity is
not patched onto the old cloth of Judaism. Nor is the new wine of Christ poured into the old
wineskins of Judaism. It is something entirely new and superior. This is why we are not obliged to
follow the Jewish feasts for example. They served God's purpose at that time and for those people,
but now all things are fulfilled in Christ. We look to Him and not to what preceded Him. Both
parables, the sewing of a new patch on an old garment and the pouring of new wine into old
wineskins highlight this.

It's a useful reminder to us today. There are some denominations that call upon believers to follow
the ancient practices of Judaism. Some teach for example that we ought to still keep the Jewish
feasts. This is the teaching of the World Mission Society Church of God also known as the church
of God. As a Christians you are of course at liberty to keep the feasts if you wish. If you want to
mark them on your calendar and observe them its okay to do so. But they are not required, and they
do not in any way add to your salvation.

Also it is becoming common today to suggest we can mix and match religious practices. That we
can take the “best” from one faith or religion and add it to another. In this way we could make a
faith that is “acceptable” to all. This is known as syncretism. So, in Korea for example I see this
idea reflected in the belief that you can be a follower of Christ but still sometimes visit the local
shaman or mudang. Or that it's just harmless fun to go to fortune tellers or tarot card readers. I hope
you realise how incompatible these things are with following Christ. The Christian faith is exclusive
in character; it will not accept any other faith or practice as its equal or its superior. It is Jesus
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Christ, and Him alone.

Today we move on to the fourth of the controversy stories. The issues over the Sabbath. Before we
look at today's passage let us pray.
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23 Now it happened that He went through the grainfields on the Sabbath; and as they went
His disciples began to pluck the heads of grain.

We pick up the story here with Jesus and His disciples walking through some fields of grain. This
was most probably either wheat or barley. As they made their way through the fields some of the
disciples were picking off, and we assume eating the heads of the grain. It was a Sabbath, a
Saturday. That is vitally important in this story. Today in much of the world the day we set aside as
our “day of rest” is a Sunday. For many people its just a normal working day.

I am old enough the remember when Sunday really was a day of rest for most people in the UK.
Shops, restaurants and businesses were closed. I can also remember the debates politicians had over
lifting Sunday trading laws. A few wanted to maintain the prohibitions, the majority wanted them
lifted. Those in favour of allowing shops and businesses to open won the debate. Today Sunday in
the UK is not very different to every other day of the week. The day of rest for many has been lost.

It's not like this in Israel. The Sabbath is strictly maintained, it's something they take very seriously.
Jews have always had two observances that have defined them; circumcision and the Sabbath. The
Fourth Commandment, the longest of the Ten Commandments explains God's expectations for the
Sabbath. (Exodus 20; Deuteronomy 5). God commands the Jews to abstain from every kind of
labour since God himself had rested on the seventh day of creation. According to Jewish tradition,
God chose Israel from all the peoples of the earth and instituted the Sabbath as an eternal sign and
blessing of Israel’s unique status.

So, had it been any other day of the week what the disciples were doing would not have caused a
problem or raised an eyebrow. Even taking and eating someone else's grain was not a problem.
Today we would not allow anyone to come onto our property and to take and eat what belonged to
us. We put up fences and signs and have guard dogs to protect what's ours. However it was not
unlawful in Israel to go into your neighbours field and to pick and eat the grain. This was permitted
in consideration of the poor and needy. They were far more charitable than many of us are today.
You were permitted to pick and eat but not to cut the grain with a sickle. You were also not allowed
to put what you picked into a container to take it away (Deut 23:24-25). So what was so wrong with
what the Lord's disciples were doing? Let's read on and find out.
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24 And the Pharisees said to Him, “Look, why do they do what is not lawful on the Sabbath?”

The problem was that the disciples were breaking some of the Sabbath prohibitions. Before I say
some negative things about the Pharisees let me first say something more positive.

The reason, or the original intent of the Sabbath laws were to keep the Sabbath special and holy.
The laws were intended as a fence that instructed people on what was and wasn't permissible on the
Sabbath.

Let me give you an illustration. I know many of you enjoy hiking and getting out into the
mountains. We are close to the beautiful Suri Mountain. Now Suri Mountain is a special area and is
protected by park rangers. These men and women maintain the area and impose rules and
regulations. For example you cannot ride a motorbike in the park, make fires, smoke cigarettes, fly
drones, drop litter or camp in undesignated areas. These regulations are in place to protect the park
and to allow us to enjoy it without destroying it. It could however get to a point when the laws and
regulations stopped us from enjoying the mountain and benefiting from its beauty. Imagine if only a
few walking trails were open. What about if you were limited to just a one hour visit. What about if
you had to pay 50,000 won per visit. Then we would say the laws had spoilt what was there for us
to enjoy.

This is what the Pharisees had done to the Sabbath. The Sabbath was a gift from God. Moses had
quite deliberately not given many specifics about how the day was to be marked. Basically he had

told the people to observe the day by doing NO work (Ex 20:10). Further to this the people were
told not to kindle a fire for cooking (Ex. 35:3), gather fuel (Num.15:32), carry burdens (Jer. 17:21),
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or transact business (Neh. 10:31; 13:15, 19).

However by Jesus day the Pharisees had added a huge list of things that according to their man-
made tradition were not to be done on the Sabbath.
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This list included 39 categories of things that you were not allowed to do. The disciples were guilty,
according to the Pharisees of reaping, threshing, and winnowing none of which could be done on
the Sabbath. I know what you are thinking. Surely the Pharisees were not so petty and precise about
maintaining these laws. Let me assure you that they were. Let me share with you some applications
of the law which neatly illustrates just how petty and silly the laws had become. Rabbis taught that
on the Sabbath you could not carry something in either hand, across your chest or on your
shoulders. However you could carry something on the back of your hand, with your foot, with your
elbow or very bizarrely in your ear. Or what about this? On the Sabbath, you were forbidden to tie a
knot. The exception to this was if you were a woman. Women were allowed to tie a knot in their
girdle. Now imagine if you wanted a drink of water and had to use the well. You could not tie a rope
to a bucket to lower it down into well. But you could ask a woman to use her girdle to tie to the
bucket.

As you can probably imagine this huge list of do's and don't had made the Sabbath a crushing

burden on the people. It was symbolic of the religious bondage that had captured the nation. Let's

read on.
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25 But He said to them, “Have you never read what David did when he was in need and
hungry, he and those with him: 26 how he went into the house of God in the days of Abiathar
the high priest, and ate the showbread, which is not lawful to eat except for the priests, and
also gave some to those who were with him?”

Jesus here gives a masterful answer to the Pharisees. You can read the same account in Matthews
gospel (chapter 12). Matthew was writing for Greek speaking Jews. So Matthew tells us that Jesus
gave three arguments to defend what His disciples were doing. He told them what David did, what
the priests did and what the prophet Hosea said. Mark however as I said back in the introduction to
this series was writing for Roman Gentile believers. They were not interested in Jewish priests or
prophets. They were however fascinated by King David who was renowned as a great hero and
king. This is why Mark focuses just on what David did.

He asks his readers to think back to an episode in the life of David (1 Sam 21:1-6). It is during the
time when David is fleeing from King Saul who wishes to kill him. David enters the temple at Nob
and speaks with Ahimelech the priest. He is looking for bread. The priest tells him the only bread
available is the holy showbread. These 12 loaves were placed in the tabernacle each Sabbath. They
would stay there for a week until the next Sabbath when they would be replaced. Very importantly
this bread was set aside, or dedicated to God and was only to be eaten by the priests. However
because David was hungry and in need the priest gave David the bread and he shared it with his
men.

What's Jesus point here? Simply this, if a hungry king (David) and his men were permitted to the
eat the holy bread from the tabernacle then it perfectly okay for the Lord of the Sabbath to allow
His men to eat grain from the fields. Furthermore, David broke a law that was given by God
through Moses. He was permitted to do this because he and his men were in dire need. This is why
scripture at no point condemns David for this action. Jesus' disciples only broke a man made
tradition.

The problem the Pharisees had can be defined as follows. They were unable to distinguish which
laws were more important. People who love rules and regulations often fall into this trap. Keeping
the rule becomes everything to them. The question the Pharisees had to answer was this, is it more
important to maintain the law or to offer help to those in need?

They would argue it is more important to keep the law. Jesus would argue that it is far better to help
others. Let us see how this episode concludes.

o] 7| A o v ARIEANA E 5 dES *6%145}. A S (12 )l A = 22
55 9SS T AdFHHS vt = dgo] & AFEStE FHdES A8 =
T A mtefE oA A AEC] Bl e Hdi st7] 8l Al 7FA] =
Yt 2% tslo] gk A, AALEEo] 3 A, A AF SAoprt Tet RS a5
o} 22U Mark & o] Alg]=2] A&l A thA]
AFUT 252 Foid ] AAPG el A==}

ol
=
o A



Mark 10: Sermon Notes Page 8

S G gola Fo= deld hsl el MR H AL Tk o] sle] upz vt Thslo] &
Qo gk PF o f YLk T BApEels thle] QAL Be) webn 24 e
& Fol et Abg 93 35 Tobd Tk Bl ol 9 A
2 BTk T e 33 Ytk ARAE o)A
= FUT W AST 0o eka Tghth o] 12749] e b Arie} et
A BAGU. I5E SAD A AU AT FL TR o AL b
= o

o

_

T

s
o
tlo M
R=)
il
=
=
2

SRBRELV ) S xﬂA}ﬂP—EP HA Pk AdUeh o

Hu e vt B w ﬂazi AApo] Thglol Al | & FolAq 19 To}c of 7 1}
ol AL, 1714 el ae Rolgu das da, ne g3 4
)} 19] RelSo] Autel A AFe HE W sl ewrhy, kA 3 Zo :u B
shgol ol the B4 & BES 5 gohe Ao] 943 MRLT P90l TR E s
QA wAE ol T4 SW S ol AL 19} 7o) RalEo] Aas Wam] uol
TE oA g S S g5 el Th 290) e 4L el ol 35S A
A5k @tk el A e Aeel e GBS AT B vl s
ol A= Tk o] ol S gtk 15 ofwl ol B Fad] TEE 219l

—|—‘ Oﬁ

SU FH3 AL G ARES £F of G4 wgUth #3247 S0l
DA A% e ke AR ol disheol AR AR ol Aol gt &0 A
o U 837k oh W mgol WAG ARFES BE 2ol o FaF 1F

7= A
o W A7) Aol § FLSTT FHT AU A FAME BHE AFES Fi A
o] B4l vtk F43kA AL o] o ¥ 2= 7} of @A vhielH=A] BAI,

27 And He said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath.
28 Therefore the Son of Man is also Lord of the Sabbath.”

I am sure you are familiar with a straightjacket. They are most commonly used to restrain and
control violent mentally ill patients. Basically the patients arms are strapped down tightly. This
prevents, or greatly reduces the potential for the patient to hurt either themselves or others.
Obviously such a jacket is uncomfortable and restrictive. It doesn't allow for much mobility. I use
this illustration here because in effect the Pharisees had made the Sabbath a straightjacket that
tightly bound the Jews. Instead of being the gift or blessing that God intended their regulations had
ruined it. Their restrictions were so tight and binding that their was no wriggle room to help people
or provide welfare when needed.

We often take our day of rest for granted, often we do not use it to rest at all instead we fill it with
other activities. But what a gift it is to take a break from our work. How valuable it is to rest and
recharge our batteries for the work to come. Imagine how hard and demanding life was in the
ancient world. They had none of the time or labour saving devices we have today. Cooking and
preparing food took a long time. Washing clothes was a time consuming chore. God of course
recognised this and this is why He modelled for us the example of the working week. Six days of
work followed by a day of rest. God didn't need to rest from His work, He was not tired from the
efforts of creation. But He gave us this pattern to follow. This is why Jesus tells us that the Sabbath
was made for man and not man for the Sabbath. After all human being were created on day six the
day before the Sabbath. Or more simply that human beings are more important than the Sabbath.
This is not the Lord Jesus dismissing the importance of the Sabbath. Rather He is putting it in its
proper perspective. People before the day.

This episode concludes with Jesus identifying to His hearers who He is. In the Old Testament the
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Sabbath was known as the "Lord's Day." We still sometimes use that expression today. Proclaiming
Himself to be “Lord of the Sabbath,” Jesus confirmed that because of who He was He was in the
position of determining what could or could not be done on the Sabbath.

Next time, Lord willing we will look at the fifth and final controversy story.
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Things to think about
I have two comments to make on today's passage.

1 People before traditions

The Pharisees were guilty of putting their traditions and rules ahead of the needs of the people. Let
us be charitable and say that their initial concern had been to protect and preserve the importance of
the Sabbath. They rightly saw it as something given by God and therefore of value. However in
their zeal that had lost all sense of priority. The traditions and the rules had become more important
than the original intent and purpose for the Sabbath. Instead of thinking of people first the day itself
had taken priority.

Sometimes we can fall into this same pattern in church. For example there are some churches that
are reluctant to modernise and update things. They are still using archaic words, traditional worship
times, old fashioned service orders, and ancient hymns that are old and do not resonate with people.
Their argument that this is the way we have always done things is just what the Pharisees would
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say. I'd argue that the church exists to serve God's people. The style and wording of the service
should resonate with contemporary people. This does not mean that we should throw out all order
and tradition. Or that we shed or minimise essential items such as bible reading, prayer and an
exposition of God's Word. I certainly don't think we should throw out all the old in favour of things
that tickle the ears and entertain. But I am suggesting that we are at least willing to challenge the old
traditions and think about how we might better serve God's people today. Our rule of thumb should
be, people before traditions.
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2 Celebrating the Sabbath
Isn't a day of rest a wonderful blessing. How good it is to wake up and not have to rush off to the

stresses and strains of work. As I touched on before for many people Sunday is hardly a day of rest
and relaxation. Many people are as busy on a Sunday as they are through the working week. God
knows us intimately, He knows what we need and what is good for us. What all of us need is a time
to rest and recuperate. But of course there is more to the gift of the Sabbath than simply a day of no
work. The Bible gives us three purposes of the Sabbath.

1 To celebrate God’s provision. The Sabbath was a day to celebrate God’s provision generally and
personally. It was a day of rest to reflect on what God had done.

2 To enjoy God’s presence. The Sabbath is intended for you to stop your normal routine of the
week. You are to slow down and enjoy God’s presence without trying to accomplish everything
possible on that day.

3 To remember God’s promises. It is a day to be reminded that God cares about you.

So the Sabbath should be a day for us to spend thinking about how God has provided for us. It is
also a day to delight in spending time in God's presence. Obviously this is something we do in
church but is not exclusive to church. Often when I ride my bike on Sunday afternoons in the
countryside I enjoy God's presence in the natural beauty around me. You can equally enjoy and be
grateful to God as you spend time with your families after church. It is also a day to remember that
God has made promises to us. We are precious and valuable in His sight. He loves and cares deeply
for His children. We can remember that throughout the week but particularly on a Sunday.

Now of course I do not want to be like the Pharisees in dictating how you spend your Sunday. But
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all of us would benefit I think from being more deliberate and focused on Sundays. I will be honest
with you and say that I do not really want to spend my precious Sabbath rest in meetings. So why
not spend some time thinking about how you spend your Sabbath rest. Are there things you could
change or alter so that you better celebrated this wonderful gift from God.
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