
ECF 11th August 2013 God is concerned about people! Mark 2:23-3:6 
Two hunters were out hunting and come upon what appeared to be an abandoned farm. The barn was sagging, the house 
was in disrepair, and there were junk cars and car parts lying around.  In front of the barn were a few chickens pecking away 
and a goat wandering around.  As they entered the yard they came across an old well.  One of the guys asked the other “I 
wonder how deep it is.” 
 
“We'll have to drop something down and listen for the splash,” the other said. 
 
They looked around for something to drop down the well, but the only thing close by was an old gearbox.  So they hauled it 
over to the well and dropped it in.  They counted and waited a long time for the splash. It was a really deep well. 
 
But when they turned to leave, they suddenly saw the goat charging at them.  Its head was down, and its horns were 
headed straight for them.  At the last moment they jumped aside, and the goat went right past them and straight over the 
side and down the well.  They looked at each other absolutely shocked and amazed.  
 
They picked themselves up and started to leave, when the owner of the farm came up.  They chatted for a moment and got 
permission to hunt on his land.  Then the farmer asked, “Have you seen my goat?” 
 
“Yeh,” they said, “Your goat almost killed us.  It charged straight for us.  You should have had that goat tied up.” 
 
“Oh, I’m very sorry.” The farmer apologised. “But I thought I had him tied up to an old gearbox.” 
 
You follow what you're tied to.  Last week, we saw that the Pharisees were tied to keeping their rules and regulations in an 
effort to be right with God.  It pulled them into conflict with Jesus who came to bring in a new way to God, based on a new 
covenant and a new sacrifice of himself. 
 
But being tied to the law, also pulled the Pharisees into a religion where keeping their rules was more important than caring 
for others.  This again pulled them into conflict with Jesus, because Jesus, as the perfect revelation of God, shows us that 
God is concerned about people!  Mark 2:23-24 “One Sabbath Jesus was going through the cornfields, and as his disciples 
walked along, they began to pick some ears of corn. 24 The Pharisees said to him, “Look, why are they doing what is unlawful 
on the Sabbath?” 
 
A. God’s Law is for our Good 
Often people struggle with the concept of God’s law.  We can be tempted to think that God is trying to restrict our freedom 
or spoil our fun.  This was the accusation by Satan away back in the garden of Eden:  “You will not surely die,” the serpent 
said to the woman. “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing 
good and evil.” Genesis 3:4–5  
 
But God’s law was not given to ruin our lives.  It was given to protect us, help us and bless us! 
 
1. Providing food for the hungry  
The disciples were making use of the provision of God’s law as they walked through that cornfield.  God’s law had stated 
that: “If you enter your neighbour’s cornfield, you may pick the ears with your hands, but you must not put a sickle to his 
standing corn.” Deuteronomy 23:25.  You couldn’t go in with farming tools and harvest someone else’s crops – that would 
be stealing.  But if you were hungry, you could pick some corn with your hand and eat it.  
 
This was just one of the laws that God had given to Israel to provide for the poor and the hungry in that nation.  “He 
defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the alien, giving him food and clothing.” Deuteronomy 10:18  
 
2. Providing rest for the weary  
But the Pharisees were not concerned about these hungry disciples.  They didn’t care that these men needed food.  All they 
were concerned about was that Jesus’ disciples had broken their interpretation of the Sabbath day laws.  
 
a. The Sabbath Law 
The law had provided for a day of rest each week.   “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. 9 Six days you shall 
labour and do all your work, 10 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God.” Exodus 20:8-10  God’s law hadn’t 
provided many specifics about what was allowed and what wasn’t.  But Jewish traditions had developed these laws and 
described 39 forbidden activities on a Sabbath.  They even declared how far someone could travel on that day. 
 



Of course Christians have at times fallen into this trap too and added rules about what you can and can’t do on a Sunday.  I 
read about a Christian couple who when they married struggled to decide what they could do on a Sunday afternoon.  
When the husband was growing up, in his family games were forbidden, but housework was permitted.  In the wife’s family, 
their Sunday rules worked in reverse.  She could play games, but could not do housework.  
 
So the Sabbath Day had become a crushing burden, a symbol of the religious bondage that had captured the nation.  And 
the Pharisees were at the forefront of the drive to keep the rules of the Sabbath. And so when they saw the disciples picking 
grain, they immediately concluded that they were breaking the Sabbath rules against harvesting crops. “Look, why are they 
doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?”  Mark 2:24   
 
They were so tied to their Sabbath rules that they were pulled into condemning these men simply for taking some food to 
fill their empty stomachs.   
 
b. David’s Experience 
So what about Jesus?  Who would he agree with?  After all we know that Jesus would not condone breaking God’s law.  In 
the Sermon on the Mount he declared:  
“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfil them.” 
Matthew 5:17  
 
Well Jesus responded by looking back into an incident in David’s life.  Mark 2:25-26: He answered, “Have you never read 
what David did when he and his companions were hungry and in need? 26 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.” 
 
David had run away because without any good reason, King Saul had tried to kill him.  David was fleeing for his life.  And he 
was “hungry and in need.”  Mark 2:25.  So he asked the priest for bread.   
 
But the only bread that was available was the consecrated bread – the bread that was set out before the Lord in the 
tabernacle.  According to the Law, only the priests were allowed to eat it.  But in this case, the priest gave the bread to 
David and his men. 
 
Jesus’ point would have been clearly understood by the Pharisees.  If the priest allowed a hungry David and his men to eat 
this holy bread, then it was right for Jesus to allow his men to eat the grain from the fields.  God is more concerned with 
meeting the needs of his people than He is with ritual requirements. 
 
c. God’s Purpose  
And that is what the Sabbath law was really all about.  “Then he said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for 
the Sabbath.”  Mark 2:27 
 
The Sabbath day  was a sign that set the nation of Israel apart from the nations around them.  “It will be a sign between me 
and the Israelites for ever, for in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, and on the seventh day he abstained 
from work and rested.” Exodus 31:17  And it was based on the fact that God rested from his work of creation on the 7th day. 
 
But the real reason for it, was to bless people.  It was not given to burden them with endless rules and regulations.  Instead 
God gave his people the Sabbath as a gift for their benefit and their refreshment.  He knew that people need a rest.  We 
need to recharge our batteries and take some time out from the normal busyness of life to focus on our relationship with 
God.  His law protected this day because God is concerned about people! 
 
d. Jesus’ Authority  
Of course in declaring this, Jesus was going directly against the teaching of the Pharisees.  So we need to ask if Jesus had the 
right to go against their religious traditions and declare the purpose of God’s law and direct our interpretation of it. 
 
Well, that what he claimed to have.  “So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.”  Mark 2:28  Sometimes the title, son 
of man, seems just to simply mean a person, a human being.  But Jesus was pointing to something more than this.  Daniel 
had referred to this in his prophecies.  He spoke about “one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven…  He was 
given authority, glory and sovereign power… his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.”  Daniel 7:13-14 
 
And Jesus claimed that authority.  He has authority over the law and over our interpretation and application of it.  That’s 
because he is Lord of all – even of the Sabbath. 



e. Our Response  
So we don’t need to be tied to the Pharisees’ interpretation of God’s law.  We don’t need to be bound by their rules and 
restrictions.  Neither do we need to be tied to the teaching of religious leaders in our day.  When it comes to deciding how 
to live – no church, no pastor or preacher has the final say in our lives.   
 
Instead we recognise that as the Son of God, Jesus has the supreme authority to lead us into a clear and full understanding 
of what God requires.  For us this means we don’t need to live under a law about certain days.  Colossians 2:16–17 states: 
“Do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a 
Sabbath day.  These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.”  
 
The Sabbath rest points to Christ – it is in him we experience true rest – rest from fear, from worry, from anxiety, from 
working our way to God through our own efforts.  As Paul wrote: “A man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in 
Jesus Christ.” Galatians 2:16  It is through Christ we come into the peace and rest of our relationship with God.  He is our 
Sabbath rest!   
 
However, if we remember that Jesus said that the Sabbath was for man, that it was for our benefit, for our good, then the 
principle of a Sabbath can still be valuable today.  We still need time away from the ordinary routine and demands of life.  
We need time to rest and to focus on God and our relationship with him.  That’s why we try to set aside Sunday for this as it 
enables us to get away from the normal demands of life and focus on worshipping our Lord.   
 
Of course that’s not always possible.  Some of us are forced to work on a Sunday.  When I was doing my post-grad research I 
often had to go into Uni before church, and back in later in the afternoon.   
 
But even if it is challenging, there is value in trying to leave some things aside for a day.  Lorna and I try to avoid shopping, 
or going to a restaurant on a Sunday.  It’s not a law.  But it’s just that because we value meeting together as a church on a 
Sunday – then I want those who work in shops or restaurants to be able to do the same.   
 
Jesus doesn’t want us to be bound to the legalistic demands of the Pharisees.  But his guidance, his direction is there to 
bless us.  So let’s follow his commands because God’s law is for our good. 
 
B. God’s Law is a call to do Good! 
But God’s law is also a call to us to do good.  It calls us to work for the benefit of others, because God is concerned about 
people.  Jesus showed this clearly on another Sabbath.  Mark 3:1-2: “Another time he went into the synagogue, and a man 
with a shrivelled hand was there. 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.”  
 
1. The ‘Wrong’ Day to be Healed 
This man was in a clear and desperate need.  This shrivelled hand would not only be an inconvenience – it would limit his 
ability to work and provide for his family.  He needed help. 
 
Of course the Pharisees weren’t against him getting help.  They just didn’t think he should get help that day.  According to 
their rules, healing was work, so it was allowed on a Sabbath only if a life was in danger.  If the situation was not an 
emergency, then the sick person should wait until another day!   
 
Of course they weren’t offering to heal him the next day!  They couldn’t offer to meet this man’s need.  But they were so 
tied to their legalism that they prioritised their interpretation of the rules before the need of this person!  And of course 
they were so tied to their religious status that they were looking for any reason to condemn Jesus.   
 
2. The Right Focus for Any Day 
Jesus knew their hearts.  But their opposition wouldn’t keep him from helping this needy man – or from teaching his critics 
the truth!  Mark 3:3-4: “Jesus said to the man with the shrivelled hand, “Stand up in front of everyone.”  4 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. 
 
Jesus was again challenging their interpretation of the Sabbath law.  Not only was it for their good, it was also a day to do 
good.  It was a day to care for others, not to ignore their needs.  It was a day to show love for those in distress, not just to 
think about ourselves. 
 
And so according to Jesus, refusing to help this man was to do evil.  Refusing to love someone in need was dishonouring to 
God!  That’s because he knew that God is concerned about people and so to love God is to love people.   



 
Last week, we saw that Jesus said the greatest commandment was to “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.”  Mark 12:30.  But Jesus continued by saying that the second 
greatest is: “Love your neighbour as yourself.”  Mark 12:31   
 
This was at the heart of the problem with the Pharisees’ interpretation of the law.  The were tied so much to the details of 
meticulous rule-keeping – that they missed the main focus of it.  They were so preoccupied with trying to be right, that they 
overlooked the call to do good!   Or as Jesus said so memorably to them: “You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but 
swallow a camel.” Matthew 23:24  
 
We mustn’t make that same mistake.  In his parable of the sheep and the goats, Jesus declared that the defining 
characteristic of his followers is their care for those in need:  “I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of 
these brothers of mine, you did for me.” Matthew 25:40  
 
This is because if we truly have experienced God’s love, then his love in our hearts will lead us to love others.  As John 
wrote:  “If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be 
in him?” 1 John 3:17   It is impossible to love God and not to be concerned about people.   
3. The Cost of Caring 
The Pharisees refused to answer Jesus’ question.  So Jesus turned to the man in need.  Marks 2:5: “He looked round 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.” 
 
Jesus was angry at their apathy and deeply distressed over their lack of compassion for this man.  How could they claim to 
follow God and care so little about his people?  Their legalism had pulled them into a hardness of heart that grieved Jesus’ 
heart.   
 
But Jesus was concerned about this man, and so with a simple command, he healed his hand and he demonstrated God’s 
concern for people.   
 
But as you might expect, the Pharisees were not happy.  They didn’t celebrate the healing of this man.  Instead the rush to 
condemn the healer.  “Then the Pharisees went out and began to plot with the Herodians how they might kill Jesus.” Mark 
3:6  
 
The Pharisees weren’t normally friends of the Herodians.  They didn’t agree with their support of King Herod, who in their 
eyes was not a rightful, nor a moral, King of Israel.  And yet, united by their hatred of Jesus, they thought that they were 
honouring God more by plotting how to kill Jesus, than Jesus was in healing this man!  These men were so upset with Jesus 
doing good on the Sabbath, that they were willing to do evil.   
 
But this is often the result of being tied to legalism.  Those who keep rules and regulations in an effort to being right with 
God are so often pulled into criticising and condemning others, rather than caring for those in need.     In the end, that 
means they are pulled further from God, because as Jesus has shown again here, God is concerned about people.   
 
Conclusion  
But this doesn’t need to be our experience.  Jesus came to set us free from a religion of self-righteousness.  If we put our 
faith in him, then we’ve received his righteousness, not through our efforts, but as a gift of grace.  And he has set us free to 
live life to the full. 
 
This means a life of knowing God and following his will, because we know that God is concerned about people, so his 
commands are always for our good.  And it also means a life of caring for others, because we know that God is concerned 
about people, and he wants us to do good.  Are you willing to live in the freedom of following Christ?   
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