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Text: Luke 6:1-11 
Sermon: The Lord of the Sabbath 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In his sermon at his hometown synagogue Jesus quoted a passage 

from Isaiah.   

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he has anointed me 

to preach good news to the poor. 
he has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 

and recovery of sight for the blind, 
to release the oppressed 

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. 

As we have followed along with Jesus over the past several months, we have 

seen the literal fulfillment of this two-part passage.  First, we have seen 

Jesus’ authority.  The Spirit of the Lord has been upon him.  He has been 

truly anointed.  He has displayed his authority to preach and to teach, 

astounding all those who heard him.  He has displayed his authority over 

nature, directing a huge school of fish into Simon Peter’s nets, even though 

it was the wrong time and the wrong place for fishing.  He has displayed his 

authority over illness and over demons.  He has displayed his authority to 



forgive sins and to call disciples to come and follow him.  The Spirit of the 

Lord has been upon him.   

 The second part of the passage from Isaiah has to do with mercy.  The 

Lord Jesus has been anointed with heavenly power and authority so that he 

might deal mercifully with lost and wretched sinners, opening their eyes that 

they might see, opening their minds that they might understand, opening 

their hearts that they might receive him.  He has healed the sick.  He has 

restored those possessed.  He has forgiven those bound in sin and has caused 

the lepers to be cleansed and the paralyzed to walk.  He has even come to the 

notorious—to “tax collectors and ‘sinners’”—calling them to repentance and 

life.   He described his ministry of mercy in this way: 

 It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.  I have not 
come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance. 

 In our walk with Jesus, then, we have seen the twin themes of 

authority and mercy being acted out.  We see those themes in our lesson 

today as well.  We’ll start with the mercy of the Lord.  Look at the first two 

verses of Luke 6: 

 One Sabbath Jesus was gong through the grainfields, and his 
disciples began to pick some heads of grain, rub them in their hands 
and eat the kernels.  Some of the Pharisees asked, “Why are you doing 
what is unlawful on the Sabbath?” 



Let me give you some background.  The disciples here are not guilty of 

pillaging a farmer’s field and stealing his grain.  There were explicit laws 

that allowed the hungry to enter a field or vineyard and eat.  At the end of 

Deuteronomy 23 it says, 

 If you enter your neighbour’s vineyard, you may eat all the 
grapes you want, but do not put any in your basket.  If you enter your 
neighbour’s grainfield, you may pick kernels with your hands, but you 
must not put a sickle to his standing grain.   

This provision of the law was made so that the hungry could eat.  They 

couldn’t harvest somebody else’s crop, but they could get a meal.  Think 

about the Book of Ruth.  You remember that she gleaned among the corn.  

When a field was harvested, a certain amount had to be left behind for those 

who were poor, so they too could eat. 

 The problem, then, wasn’t that the disciples were in the grainfields 

eating.  The problem was they were doing it on the Sabbath and the fourth 

commandment prohibited work on that day.   

 Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.  Six days you 
shall labour 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 is six days the Lord 
made the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them, but he 
rested on the4 seventh day.  Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath 
day and made it holy.     



By the time we get to the scribes and Pharisees, they had managed to add to 

this commandment 39 different classifications, each with a number of sub- 

categories, and each sub-category capable of being endlessly divided.  As the 

Pharisees skulked around, hoping to catch the Lord and his disciples in 

discreditable conduct, they thought that they had struck pay dirt.  They 

suddenly appeared, as if out of nowhere, and just as quickly accused.  Four 

of the thirty-nine categories had been broken.  It was cut and dried.  On the 

Sabbath a person was not allowed to reap, to thrash to winnow or to prepare 

food.  The disciples were reaping when they plucked the grain.  They were 

thrashing and winnowing when they rubbed it in their hands.  And that they 

were preparing it was proven by the fact that they were eating.  Game, set 

and match, or at least so the Pharisees thought. 

 Now in answering this charge Jesus does two things.  First, he cites 

biblical precedent and second he asserts his divine authority.  Look at verses 

3 through 5: 

 Jesus answered them, “Have you never read what David did 
when he and his companions ere hungry?  He entered the house of 
God, and taking the consecrated bread, he ate what is lawful only for 
priests to eat.  And he also gave some to his companions.”  Then Jesus 
said to them, “The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.” 

Jesus’ words are cutting.  “Have you never read...?”  It is as if he were 

saying, “You’re the self-proclaimed experts in the Bible, but either you 



haven’t read it or you don’t understand it.  Think of David and the 

showbread. 

     Let me give you the background.  As you remember, the tabernacle 

and later on the temple were designed in such a way that the closer you got 

to the centre the holier it became.  There was an open-air outer courtyard 

where al the people could gather.  It contained the altar for burnt offerings 

and the great basin for washing.  As you moved further into the tabernacle, 

you would come to doors leading in to the Holy Place.  Only priests could 

enter here.  In the Holy Place there was an altar for burning incense, a 

golden lampstand and a table overlaid with gold.  (It was in the Holy Place 

that Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, was burning incense to the 

Lord when the angel Gabriel appeared to him.)  Past the Holy Place was the 

Holy of Holies.  Only the High Priest was able to enter here, and that only 

on one day of the year.    

 In the Holy Place, on the golden table, twelve loaves of unleavened 

bread were arranged in 2 rows of 6.  The bread stayed there for 7 days, each 

Sabbath to be replaced by fresh bread.  According to God’s law, the priests 

and only the priests were allowed to eat the old bread.  Now this bread 

symbolized a number of things.  It testified that God was the source of 



Israel’s strength and nourishment.  It pointed out that Israel was dependent 

upon God for all things, whether spiritual or physical.  The 12 loaves also 

represented the 12 tribes of Israel and the constant fellowship between God 

and his people.  It was called the “Bread of the Presence” because it was 

constantly in the presence of God.   

 Well, David was on the run.  He was a fugitive.  King Saul was after 

his head.  Desperate and starving, he went to Ahimelech, the Priest of Nob, 

and asked if he could have this bread for his men and himself.  Ahimelech 

said, “Take the bread,” even though the law said only Levites could eat it.  

David took it, and he and his men ate.  Here is the principle at work: God 

desires mercy, not sacrifice.  Ceremonial laws can be broken when necessity 

dictates.  God’s word in Hosea is this: “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.”  In the 

Book of Amos God tells Israel what he thinks when ceremonial laws are 

obeyed but mercy is not granted.  These are strong words: 

 I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your 
assemblies.  Even though you bring me burnt offerings and grain 
offerings, I will not accept them.  Though you bring me choice 
fellowship offerings, I will have no regard for them.  Away with the 
noise of your songs!  I will not listen to the music of your harps.  But 
let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream. 

In this passage from Isaiah we hear what God wants over and above any 

religious ceremony or practice: 



 Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains 
of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free 
and break every yoke?  Is it not to share your food with the hungry 
and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter—when you see the 
naked, to clothe him, and not to turn away from your own flesh and 
blood?  Then your light will break forth like the dawn, and your 
healing will quickly appear; then your righteousness will go before 
you, and the glory of the Lord will be your rear guard.  Then you will 
call, and the Lord will answer; you will cry for help, and he will say, 
“Here am I.” 

A thousand years ago, Jesus was saying, Ahimelech knew this truth and 

acted on it.  If you knew this truth you would not have brought forth your 

accusations against my disciples.  If Ahimelech could break a divinely 

appointed ceremonial law for the sake of mercy, how much more can my 

disciples ignore your man-made traditions?   

 After asserting legal precedent, Jesus makes another startling claim 

about his authority.  He says, “The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.”  Let 

me make this as clear as I can.  With these words Jesus is saying that he is 

greater than the Sabbath.  In some ways, in fact, we can say that Jesus is the 

Sabbath.  With this claim it is as if Jesus were saying, “Is the Sabbath given 

that you might have rest?  Come to me, all ye who labour and are heavy 

laden, and I will give you a greater rest.  Is the Sabbath given to refresh you?  

He who eats of the bread I offer will never hunger and he who drinks of the 

water of life that I supply, will never be thirsty again.  Why spend your 



money on what is not bread, and your labour on what does not satisfy?  Is 

the Sabbath given that you might have peace?  I am the Prince of Peace and 

in me and me alone is reconciliation between God and man to be found.  Is 

the Sabbath given that communion with God the Father might be enjoyed?  

Who has seen me has seen the Father.  In me all the fullness of God dwells 

bodily.”   

 Now as our lesson continues we find Jesus on another Sabbath day 

exercising his power as Lord of the Sabbath and offering proof that his 

claims are true.  I’ll pick up the lesson at verse 6: 

 On another Sabbath he went into the synagogue and was 
teaching, and a man was there whose right hand was shriveled.  The 
Pharisees and the teachers of the law were looking for a reason to 
accuse Jesus, so they watched him closely to see if he would heal on 
the Sabbath.  But Jesus knew what they were thinking and said to the 
man with the shriveled hand, “Get up and stand in front of everyone.”  
So he got up and stood there. 
 Then Jesus said to them, “I ask you, which is lawful on the 
Sabbath: to do good or to do evil, to save life or to destroy it?”   
 He looked around at them all, and then said to the man, “Stretch 
out your hand.”  He did so, and his hand was completely restored.   

The scene is filled with tension.  When it says that they “watched him 

closely” the word used indicates the Pharisees were spying—looking at 

Jesus out of the corner of their eyes.  It is a word that adds a sinister tone to 

the scene.  And no wonder.  By this time the Pharisees hated Jesus.  They 

had seen him claim to have the right to forgive sins.  They had seen him eat 



and drink with tax collectors and sinners.  They had seen him abuse their 

Sabbath traditions.  And now here he is on another Sabbath and it seems he 

is about to their rules again.  Yes, you can work on the Sabbath to save a 

man’s life, but this man with the withered hand is not in mortal danger.  His 

healing can wait.  It’s just not right! 

It is a scene full of irony.  Think about it.  Deeply religious men are 

sitting around looking with hatred and suspicion at Jesus to see if he will 

show kindness to a man with a crippled hand—because if he does, they will 

be able to charge him with sin.  In their hardness of heart they have come to 

the conclusion that it is inappropriate to act mercifully on the Sabbath day.  

Worse, they have also come to the conclusion that it is appropriate and 

blessed of God to use the Sabbath to plot the destruction of Jesus.  Jeremiah 

put it this way: “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure.  

Who can understand it?”  Beloved, before Jesus came into our lives we were 

no different—no different at all.  It is by God’s grace alone that we are able 

to see the truth of this situation, and that we can gives no credit to us.  It is 

simply God’s mercy at work. 

     

And finally, this scene is filled with sadness.  It is heartbreaking.  If 

we have been saved from such hardness of heart, we must be moved to pity 



those still trapped in the chains of hatred and sin.  These are the words of 

God the Father recorded in Ezekiel should be in our hearts and on our lips: 

Repent!  Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be 
your downfall.  Rid yourselves of all the offenses you have 
committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit.  Why will you die, O 
house of Israel?  For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, 
declares the Sovereign Lord.  Repent and live! 

Or think of these words of Jesus, found in Luke 13: 

 O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone 
those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children 
together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were 
not willing!  Look, you house is left to you desolate.    

In a sermon on the Sermon on the Mount, Martyn Lloyd-Jones wrote 

these words about the implications of the beatitude, “Blessed are the 

merciful, for they will be shown mercy.”   

I no longer see men as I used to see them.  I see them now with 
a Christian eye.  I see them as the dupes and victims and the slaves of 
sin and Satan and of the way of the world.  I have come to see them 
not simply as men whom I dislike but as men to be pitied.  I have 
come to see them as being governed by the god of this world, as being 
still where once I was, and would be yet but for the grace of God.  So 
I am sorry for them.  I do not merely see them and what they do.  I see 
them as the slaves of hell and of Satan, and my whole attitude toward 
them is changed.  And because of that, of course, I can be and must be 
merciful with respect to them.  I differentiate between the sinner and 
his sin.  I see everybody who is in a state of sin as one who is to be 
pitied.    



Beloved, we proclaim to the world that we have freely received mercy by 

being merciful to others, even to those who have despitefully used us.  If I 

am not merciful there can be only one explanation.  It is because I have 

never understood the grace and mercy of God.   

Next week we will come to the Lord’s Table where we will eat and 

drink with Jesus.  In the week ahead God would have us prepare our hearts 

for the holy sacrament.  And so I say to you, “Let everyone examine 

himself.”  I am not asking you what sort of life you are living.  I am not 

asking whether you do this, or that or the other.  I am not asking whether you 

have some general interest in the kingdom of God and His house.  I am 

simply asking this.  Are you merciful?  Are you sorry for every sinner even 

though that sinner offends you?  Have you pity upon all who are the victims 

and dupes of the world, the flesh and the devil?  That is the test for each one 

of us.  God grant us grace to answer with merciful hearts, merciful words 

and merciful deeds.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


