
Sermon 22: Luke 6:1-11: The Lord of the Sabbath

OUTLINE

In the grainfields
In the synagogue

INTRODUCTION

Many have the wrong idea about Christianity thinking that God has a taste for dry religious 
service.  Many think God to be a stuffy bureaucrat who loves to multiply rules and empty 
ceremonies.  But this is the wonderful thing about Jesus Christ, He reveals the Father and 
His will to us, and in this next section in Luke 6:1-11 we see that Jesus overturns false 
religion when he overturns man made laws which have been added to God’s laws, as well as
loveless interpretations of His laws.  Love and law are not opposites, but rather love fulfils 
the law.  We must remember that religion is not something that is automatically pure in and
of itself, it too can bear the marks of our sinfulness.  This is what was happening in first 
century Judaism when Jesus exposes and rebukes the false religion of the Pharisees.  

The law to keep the Sabbath holy was one of the 10 commandments and is the law under 
dispute in this section, it was originally a law given by God to man for his benefit and as a 
sign of the final rest that could be had in the new creation.  God gave His law as a gift to 
benefit us, or as Jesus put it, Mark 2:27, ‘The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the 
Sabbath.’  It was intended to be a day of fellowship with God, a day to rest from one’s 
labors, a day full of joy and anticipation of the final Sabbath rest when we would have 
unbroken fellowship with God.  

This reality, this blessing, this positive purpose of the Sabbath law was lost sight of.  This 
was in part due to the fact that because the Sabbath day was a sign of the covenant of 
works, it had the death penalty attached to it.  Added to that was the fact that God made 
Israel observe all the Sabbaths it had broken when the land rested for 70 years during the 
exile (2 Chron. 36:20-21).  This raised the importance of observing the Sabbath in 
everyone’s mind.  1Added to this was the time between Malachi and Matthew when there 
was no prophet and in the absence of a word from God the teachings and interpretations of 
men on the Bible came to be more highly esteemed than they ought.  For example, because
the Bible did not give a lot of detail about certain rules, like Jer. 17:22, ‘And do not carry a 
burden out of your houses on the Sabbath or do any work, but keep the Sabbath day holy, 
as I commanded your fathers.’  Schools of interpretation rose up to elaborate on all the 
ways in which one could break the Sabbath, because the Bible was not clear enough.  These
teachings came to be known as the Halakah.  Sadly the Halakah added man’s teachings to 
God’s law and inevitably made it all about the rules and not about why the rule was 
originally given and a system of difficult burdens ensued.  For some the law of God and 
these man made interpretations were put on a par.  The clash between the Pharisees and 
Jesus on the question of the Sabbath is not a case of Jesus coming and abolishing the OT 
command to keep the Sabbath, but overturning the man made rules and loveless 
interpretations that had been added.  
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Investigation (p. 43). Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock.
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Our portions records two instances of conflict between the Pharisees and Jesus, the first is 
in the grainfields, the second takes place in the synagogue.  The first has to do with Jesus 
allowing His disciples to break the man made additions to the law; the second has to do 
with the loveless interpretations of the law.  These will be our two points.

In the grainfields

V1-2, ‘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?”  Jesus and His disciples were 
walking on the Sabbath and took some gleanings from a field.  This is not stealing but a 
provision made in the law, Deut. 23:24-25, ‘If you go into your neighbor’s vineyard, you 
may eat your fill of grapes, as many as you wish, but you shall not put any in your bag. 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.’  Since the land belonged to God and
God wanted the needy to be provided for, the gleanings of the field were allowed as a 
showing of His merciful provision.  But since this was done on the Sabbath the Pharisees 
thought they were breaking the Sabbath.  It would have been viewed as a quadruple 
offence of reaping, threshing, winnowing and preparing food.  Given the description the 
likely food was grain or barley.  

The Talmud which gives a slightly later account of the rules of the Jews has 24 chapters 
dedicated to the laws that were added to the Sabbath.  One commentator gives the 
following list, ‘For example, traveling more than 3,000 feet from home was forbidden. But if 
one had placed food at the 3,000 foot point before the Sabbath, that point would then be 
considered a home, since there was food there, and allow another 3,000 feet of travel. 
Similarly, a piece of wood or a rope placed across the end of a narrow street or alley 
constituted a doorway. That could then be considered the front door of one’s house, and 
permit the 3,000 feet of travel to begin there.
There were also regulations about carrying items. Something lifted up in a public place could
only be set down in a private place, and vice versa. An object tossed into the air could be 
caught with the same hand, but if it was caught with the other hand, it would be a Sabbath 
violation. If a person had reached out to pick up food when the Sabbath began, the food 
had to be dropped; to bring the arm back while holding the food would be to carry a burden
on the Sabbath. It was forbidden to carry anything heavier than a dried fig (though 
something weighing half as much could be carried two times). A tailor could not carry his 
needle, a scribe his pen, or a student his books. Only enough ink to write two letters (of the 
alphabet) could be carried. A letter could not be sent, not even with a non-Jew. Clothes 
could not be examined or shaken out before being put on because an insect might be killed 
in the process, which would be work. No fire could be lit, or put out. Cold water could be 
poured into warm water, but not warm into cold. An egg could not be cooked, not even by 
placing it in hot sand during the summer. Nothing could be sold or bought. Bathing was 
forbidden, lest water be spilled on the floor and wash it. Moving a chair was not allowed, 
since it might make a rut in a dirt floor, which was too much like plowing. Women were 
forbidden to look in a mirror, since if they saw a white hair, they might be tempted to pull it 
out.
Other forbidden things included sowing, plowing, reaping, binding sheaves, threshing, 
winnowing, grinding, kneading, baking, shearing, washing, beating, dyeing, or spinning 
wool, tying or untying a knot, catching, killing, or skinning a deer, salting its meat, or 
preparing its skin.’2

2 MacArthur, J. (2011). Luke 6–10 (p. 4). Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers.
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But these were not even the most extreme, the Essenes had documents which give even 
harsher restrictions on the Sabbath.  No marital intimacy, no number twos, no saving of 
animals in distress, and even God had to keep the Sabbath.  

Jesus in His wisdom answers a question with a question, v3-4, ‘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?”  Jesus is referring 
to that incident in 1 Sam. 21:1-7 where David is fleeing from Saul, he arrived at Nob and 
asked the priest Ahimelech for five loaves for himself and his companions.  There was no 
bread but the holy bread of the presence which only the priests were allowed to eat.  Jesus 
is placing the Pharisees in a dilemma, for if they condemn Christ then they must condemn 
David as well, and if they allow for David to eat the sacred bread, then as an argument from
the greater to the lesser the disciples could eat the gleaning on the Sabbath.  If Ahimelech a
priest and interpreter of the law sees that God makes provision for eating in this fashion 
then the folly of the Pharisees application of the law is wrongheaded and out of step with 
God’s intentions.  We should not approach this example of Jesus as an attempt to set forth 
a new ethic which says that you can break one law in order to obey another, in other words 
you can break a lesser command to fulfill and greater one.  Jesus is not laying out any such 
rule, rather He is implying that provision is made for people to meet their basic needs.  

Some have it in their minds that Jesus is here deliberately disobeying the OT Sabbath laws.  
We must insist that He is not.  Remember that Jesus had to be born under the law in order 
to fulfill it, Gal. 4:4.  He did not come to abolish but to fulfill it, Matt. 5:17.  Jesus kept the 
Sabbath perfectly as part of His righteousness to the law.  This critique from the Pharisees is
not evidence that Jesus was a sinner and breaking the 10 commandments, but rather a 
clash between what God always meant and the bad rules and interpretations that the 
Pharisees added.  Jesus kept the law, and taught His disciples to do the same.  And we see 
that they did this even after He died on Good Friday, Luke 23:56.  There are some who try 
to make Jesus a revolutionary who does away with the Sabbath by His actions and 
teachings here, this is not the case.  Remember, we can only be saved by His righteousness 
if He keeps the law.

But Jesus uses this situation to draw attention to His identity as well, v5, ‘And he said to 
them, “The Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath.”  Jesus here takes to Himself an authority to 
rule and interpret the Sabbath that is higher than the Pharisees.  The Son of Man we have 
said before is a title derived from the prophecy of Dan. 7:9-14.  Not only is Jesus claiming to
be this prophesied one but He is presuming a position and authority that is God’s, that He is 
Lord of the Sabbath.  This is also what got Jesus in trouble in John 5:17-18, ‘But Jesus 
answered them, “My Father is working until now, and I am working.”  This was why the 
Jews were seeking all the more to kill him, because not only was he breaking the Sabbath, 
but he was even calling God his own Father, making himself equal with God.’  

In the synagogue

 V6-7, ‘On another Sabbath, he entered the synagogue and was teaching, and a man was 
there whose right hand was withered. 7 And the scribes and the Pharisees watched him, to 
see whether he would heal on the Sabbath, so that they might find a reason to accuse him.’ 
As was Jesus own Sabbath keeping custom, He went to synagogue.  He was teaching there.
And a man with a withered arm was there.  Some old traditions claim that he was a 
stonemason who had sustained a work injury, this is unknown.  



But notice the attitude of the Pharisees, they were spying on Him in order to find something
wrong so that they could accuse Him.  We will see how they will become furious and look 
for something to do against Him, v11, but there is a path that they have walked to this 
point.  They had heard about Jesus healing a leper and came to check Him out.  So certain 
in their own view of things they did not think they could be in error.  Instead of accepting 
His authority which was proven by His miracles they rejected Him on the basis of 
preconceived ideas.  This progressed to public grumbling and an attempt to find a base of 
antipathy against Christ as they questioned Him about eating with sinners.  At this point 
Jesus directly criticized them as sinners and exposed their lovelessness.  Instead of taking it 
to heart they continued their antagonism trying to show that He was not religious because 
He did not conform to their expectations in things like fasting.  Jesus again spoke of Himself 
and critiqued their wrong religion.  Instead of repenting they sank deeper into their rules 
and continued to judge Jesus for falling short of their views in the matter of his disciples 
plucking and eating grain on the Sabbath, and now they have lost all charity and patience 
and just want to find Him guilty in something.  Jesus broke their rules, criticized them as 
loveless and as sinners, He spoke about how they were redundant, that they did not have a 
proper view of the OT, and now He will publicly expose their loveless legalism.  Please 
notice how in all of these conflicts Jesus tried to get them to see who He is, that He is the 
one who has authority to forgive sins, He is the friends of sinners who has come to save 
sinners, that He is the expected Bridegroom, and the promised Son of Man who had 
authority in matters like the Sabbath.  Yet they would not see Jesus for who He said that He
was but only accused Him for how He fell short of their own view on how things should be.  
There are none so blind as those who will not see.  The same is still true today.  Today 
Jesus is a judgmental homophobe though it is clear that He loves sinners and calls them to 
repent.  Jesus is just a chauvinist though it is obvious in the gospels how Jesus He 
respected and travelled with women, teaching them conversing with them, and making 
disciples of them.  So many have made up their minds about Christ though they do not even
know Him.  Are you like this today?  Have you come in here as someone who already has 
Jesus in a box and decided that He is an enemy and not a friend, have you just judged Him 
on the basis of the prevalent modern opinion or have you met Him as He really is.  Do not 
be blind like these Pharisees, see and believe.  Allow Him to speak to you about your sins, 
allow Him to show you the bankruptcy of your attempts at saving yourself.  

Contrary to the secretive and conspiratorial attitude of the Pharisees Jesus does things in 
the open, v8, ‘But he knew their thoughts, and he said to the man with the withered hand, 
“Come and stand here.” And he rose and stood there.’  Jesus then asked a question to 
expose the lovelessness of their hearts, v9, ‘And Jesus said to them, “I ask you, is it lawful 
on the Sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save life or to destroy it?”  It was generally 
agreed by the Pharisees that saving life was allowed on the Sabbath, yet because a healing, 
and this by one who had criticized them was not seen technically as saving someone they 
rejected this healing and others, Luke 13:14.  The criticism that Jesus is bringing against 
these rulers is not a new one, God has always condemned loveless religion.  In Matt. 12:7 in
the parallel account in Matthew Jesus says this when His disciples were picking grain, ‘And if
you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice,’ you would not have 
condemned the guiltless.’    

Listen to Is. 1:11-17, ‘What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? says the Lord; I have 
had enough of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of well-fed beasts; I do not delight in the 
blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of goats.  “When you come to appear before me, who has 
required of you this trampling of my courts?  Bring no more vain offerings; incense is an 
abomination to me.  New moon and Sabbath and the calling of convocations— I cannot 
endure iniquity and solemn assembly.  Your new moons and your appointed feasts my soul 



hates; they have become a burden to me; I am weary of bearing them.  When you spread 
out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers, I will 
not listen; your hands are full of blood.  Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean; remove 
the evil of your deeds from before my eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, 
correct oppression; bring justice to the fatherless, plead the widow’s cause.’

This is a great challenge for us today.  We have sinful hearts like the Pharisees and can fall 
prey to habit and empty hearted ceremony, we can be more concerned about our own rules
for what we think is right than the people what we are doing is supposed to be serving.  
Religion can never serve in the place of love, love to God and neighbor.  James in the same 
spirit of what Jesus is saying puts it this way, 1:27, ‘Religion that is pure and undefiled 
before God the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep 
oneself unstained from the world.’  Have your obligations to the church been fulfilled by 
your merely coming here today?  No!  We are to love one another, this is the religion that 
pleases God.  Not only dressing right, having orderly meetings, making sure our process for 
the Lord’s Supper is biblical, having good website, church bulletins, a nice building, none of 
these things can replace the love that we are to show towards one another.  1 John 3:16-
18, ‘By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our 
lives for the brothers. 17 But if anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, 
yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him? 18 Little children, let us 
not love in word or talk but in deed and in truth.’  Please notice the order in these verses.  
Jesus shows His love for us in dying for us, He shows us the way, we cannot serve a God 
who serves us like this if we are not willing to serve others in the same way. This is how the
gospel subverts all other religion.  All other religion is about us serving God, but Christianity 
starts with God serving us as His enemies, and then He calls us to serve Him by serving 
others.  At the heart of true religion is not religion as a therapeutic tool or a self-help 
program, some type of chicken soup for the soul in a self-administered regime; nor is the 
heart of true religion the empty performance of deeds and ceremonies to garner favour.  
The heart of true religion is the imitation of a God of loving grace which manifests itself in a 
grateful worship of God and a loving service of others.  It is apparent by the Pharisees 
fixation on rules and procedure that their hearts have not been served by this God of grace. 
They are unaware of God’s designs to save sinners, they impose rules because their view of 
God is not the servant of sinners an imposer of rules.  The way you do your religion betrays 
how you view God.  

V10, ‘And after looking around at them all he said to him, “Stretch out your hand.” And he 
did so, and his hand was restored.’  Jesus does not touch the man, put on a bandage or 
ointment, He does not do an inspection and administer any sort of medication, He simply 
tells the man to reach out His arm and He is healed.  Does this sound like work to you, or 
does it appear as if God Himself is doing the work of healing?  This act should show the 
Pharisees that they are wrong, but hardhearted people are most accomplished at seeing 
only what they want to see.  

Now this act of healing has been compared to God’s act in saving a sinner.  You see God 
commands us to repent and believe, we are like the man with the withered arm and have 
no ability to heal ourselves or to move of our own volition.  However if God commands it 
and His power is present, when we believe, we are saved by God.  So let me put the 
command to you today.  Will you believe, will you come to the one who calls you?  If you do
the promises of the word state that the one who believes will receive eternal life.  Or will 
you continue in your hard heartedness and willful unbelief, look at v11, ‘But they were filled 
with fury and discussed with one another what they might do to Jesus.’  Jesus has done 
nothing wrong but we are so good at self-deceit that we will believe He is in the wrong.



What are the lessons from this portion?  Do not add to God’s word.  Do not serve God with 
loveless religion.  Let the God who has served you turn your heart in willing service to 
others.  And reach out your hand to Christ, believe upon Him, do not be like those religious 
leaders who are unwilling to see who Jesus is.         
          
  

   
    

        


