
Jesus and the Sabbath
The Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath. Mark 2:28

Now after the Sabbath, towards the dawn of the first day of the week …
an angel of the Lord descended from heaven and rolled back the
stone … Matthew 28:1–2

My daughter and some of her friends are currently into wearing
wristbands. The current fashion is to wear coloured bands, with a
variety of issues and causes represented by them: ‘cancer

awareness’, ‘against racism’ and so on. Then there are the wristbands with a
message in the initials: P.U.S.H. for ‘pray until something happens’, F.R.O.G.
for ‘fully rely on God’, or the favourite: W.W.J.D.—‘what would Jesus do?’

It is an interesting question, of course, which can be applied to all kinds
of situations: what would Jesus do if he were confronted with some of the
situations in which we find ourselves today? If our supreme concern is to
follow his example, and to be like him in all that we do, surely it is only right
that we should ask how he would respond and react to these issues.

Yet I have a sneaking suspicion that it is the wrong question to ask. On
the one hand, Jesus was not confronted with the modern issues which face
us. We don’t, therefore, have direct access to information that would enable
us to answer the question ‘what would Jesus do?’ in every situation. Would
he use the Internet? Watch television? Send text messages? Wear
wristbands? Confronted with clear moral and ethical choices, we know
that he would always do what God required of him; but sometimes our
choices are not quite that clear. Would he ordain a minister who had been
unbiblically divorced? Would he employ musical instruments in worship?
Would he compete in sports events? Or attend the theatre?

On the other hand, there is a question we can ask: ‘what did Jesus do?’ I
wonder if asking ‘what would he do?’ masks our ignorance about what we
are in fact told about Jesus. I don’t wear the wristband. I do want to be like
Jesus in all I say and do, and in all that I am. So the first thing I need to find
out about Jesus is what he said, or did, about the Sabbath principle.
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It seems to me that there is a twofold fallacy in the minds of many
Christians regarding Jesus’ teaching on the Sabbath. First, many people
assume that Jesus said little about the Sabbath day; and second, that the
little he did say was an attack on Sabbath-keeping. The first of these
fallacies is belied by the fact that all four Gospels contain several
references to the Sabbath. It is not, in fact, true that Jesus had nothing to
say about this special, covenantal day. Both in his teaching and by his
example, as we shall see, he reinforced the responsibilities of the fourth
commandment. Nor is it the case that of all Ten Commandments, this was
the one that Christ did not underline. In fact, the teaching of the Gospels
makes it clear that the Sabbath is of permanent duration, and is binding on
us still.

The second fallacy has more than a grain of truth in it. Much of what
Jesus said about the Sabbath was, in fact, in the context of a polemic, or
argument, against the Pharisees and other Jews of his day, whose religion
was legalistic in the extreme. There were some things at which they would
draw a line, while there were other things they were ready to tolerate. Their
religion was hypocritical. It is true: Jesus did attack their Sabbath-keeping.

But that does not mean that he attacked all Sabbath-keeping. In fact, the
idea of hypocrisy has no meaning unless the practice itself is valid. It is
possible to be a hypocrite in religion only because there is such a thing as a
valid religion. And it is possible to be hypocritical in our Sabbath-keeping,
only because there is such a thing as biblical Sabbath-keeping. Jesus’ attack
on the Pharisees for their Sabbath-keeping does not make all Sabbath-
keeping wrong.

THE SABBATH OF THE LORD

It is clear from the Gospel records that Jesus was brought up to respect the
commandments. Luke tells us that as a youth, Jesus ‘grew and became
strong, filled with wisdom. And the favour of God was upon him’ (Luke
2:40). He was the God-man, to be sure, but for him that meant living in a
world in a state of humiliation, dependent on God his Father, and
dependent on other human beings, not least on Mary and Joseph.

We know very little about Jesus’ young life. That is perhaps wise; we
might have become fascinated by the development of Jesus from foetus to
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baby, from baby to toddler, from toddler to teenager. We might have been
distracted by questions about his psychology, his pastimes, his friends. It
may be frustrating, but we need to learn that there are questions the Bible
does not even ask, and questions about the growth and development of the
human Jesus are among these.

Nonetheless, we are not left entirely in the dark. We know that Mary and
Joseph were faithful believers, whose relationship and home were
characterized by a fear of God and a love for his law that make the holy
family an exemplary family. One of the features of their family life was the
habit of worship. They observed the annual religious festivals of Israel, for
Luke tells us that Jesus’ parents ‘went to Jerusalem every year at the Feast of
the Passover’ (Luke 2:41). By the time Jesus had grown into manhood, the
habits of piety and of religious worship had been carefully sown in his life
by his parents.

Of course, in the case of Jesus, other factors feed into the equation. In
him the fullness of the godhead dwelt bodily (Colossians 2:9), and
therefore the Holy Spirit ministered to him in a unique way. The Word of
God was also integral to his commitment to the Father’s will, so that by the
time he commences his public ministry he can say that he is fulfilling, and
the fulfilment of, the Old Testament (see, for example, Luke 4:21). At the
age of twelve he knows that his life’s work is to be in his Father’s house
(Luke 2:49), and his subsequent ministry will demonstrate his
understanding that to do the Father’s will is to be his food and drink (John
4:34).

One of the habits that were developed in the life of Jesus was observance
of the Sabbath, and attendance at the synagogue. Luke tells us that

He came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up. And, as was his custom, he went
to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, and he stood up to read (Luke 4:16).

The events that are going to take place in Nazareth will demonstrate the
truth of John’s claim that Jesus ‘came to his own, and his own people did
not receive him’ (John 1:11). The rejection of his ministry and his work
began early; the cross was the culmination of three years of antagonism to
the one who claimed to be Messiah.

Jesus and the Sabbath

On the first day of the week  105

First Day of the Week v. 3.qxp  16/8/2005  14:27  Page 105



Luke’s detail is important, however. His visit to the synagogue was not
the first. This was his custom, his habit. Some commentators argue that the
‘custom’ to which Luke refers was the custom of teaching in the synagogue,
but that is to confine the text too narrowly. Jesus had received a good
upbringing, and a good deal of religious training in it. New Testament
scholar Ben Witherington says that

There were two conditions that had to be met if a young boy was to receive religious
training: (1) a synagogue in the town or village where he lived, and (2) pious parents
who wanted him to be trained in this manner. Both of these conditions seem to have
been met in the case of Jesus, and probably in the case of many other Galileans.1

Or, as Darrell Bock puts it, ‘Jesus is a pious Jew, who attends synagogue
regularly’.2

Indeed, we need to emphasize more than this. Not only did the custom of
synagogue worship demonstrate Jesus’ subjection to the fourth
commandment; so too did his employment. In Matthew 13:55, Jesus is
called ‘the carpenter’s son’, showing that Joseph was a carpenter. But in
Mark 6:3 he is called simply ‘the carpenter’, showing that for the years of
his obscurity he had developed a trade.

This is not unimportant; after all, the fourth commandment had said
more than simply to keep the Sabbath day holy. It had also spoken about the
need to work for six days. By the time Jesus begins his public ministry, he
has been engaged in a secular profession, legitimatizing work and
honouring the demands of God’s law. Although some scholars like Geza
Vermes have suggested that Talmudic teachers used the word ‘carpenter’ in
a metaphoric sense to describe a learned man, there seems no reason to
depart from the picture of Jesus as a tradesman of Galilee.3 In this way, the
life of Jesus shows the totality of his devotion to the law of God.

Vermes is correct, however, to say that ‘whatever he did to earn a living
before he entered public life, the New Testament record leaves no room for
doubt that during his ministry Jesus practised no secular profession but
devoted himself exclusively to religious activities’.4 And the interesting
thing is that it was on a Sabbath that he publicly did so.

Before leaving Luke 4:16, one or two other observations are in order.
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First is that of Nigel Lee. He says:

Arriving in Nazareth, the Lord went into the synagogue on the sabbath day ‘as his
custom was’—thus proving his regular attendance at communal sabbath worship in his
office as the Second Adam. As the Second Adam, his example probably establishes that
the first Adam also so worshipped or was to have so worshipped; as the Second Adam
his example is mandatory for all his federal descendants, his sabbath-keeping
children.5

We have already looked at the way in which God’s pattern of creation was
to be a pattern of worship for man made in his image. Whether or not
Adam ever managed to keep a Sabbath day devoted to the Lord is a moot
point: the important point here is that the one who is to restore what we
have lost in Adam appears as the Sabbath-keeper, the law-keeper, whose
covenant obedience and faithfulness will be the basis of our restoration and
salvation. And as the promised seed of the covenant, Christ does set before
us the example of Sabbath-keeping as the way to honour the God who has
saved us.

A second observation is that of Samuele Bacchiocchi, who argued that
by beginning his ministry on the Sabbath with a quotation from Isaiah
61:1–3, Jesus ‘announces his messianic mission in the language of the
sabbatical year’.6 We have discussed the importance of non-weekly
sabbaths, such as the jubilee year, and their relation to the weekly Sabbath
in Israel; and although Max Turner goes on to dismiss Bacchiocchi’s
position, it is an interesting suggestion nonetheless. The combination of
custom and citation at the commencement of public ministry shows that
for Jesus the meaning of the Sabbath, as well as the weight of Old
Testament prophecy, was concentrated in a unique way on his Person and
Work.

Whatever his own habit, however, it is clear that the sabbatarianism of
Jesus was to lead to controversy. Darrel Bock is correct, in his commentary
on Luke 4:16, to see a relation between the stress on Jesus’ personal
Sabbath-keeping and the subsequent controversial nature of his teaching.7
We will look at the six passages in Luke’s Gospel which show Jesus clashing
with the religious leaders on this issue.
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Luke 4:16–30: Christ’s rejection at Nazareth
As we have noted, this was the commencement of Christ’s public ministry,
and on this particular Sabbath day, it led to a riot. Christ claimed that the
prophecy of Isaiah 61:1–3 (‘the Spirit of the LORD is upon me…’) was
fulfilled in their hearing. The audience was amazed; but then their wonder
grew to incredulity as they listened to his claims. He declared himself to be
the prophet sent by God, just as Elijah and Elisha were prophets of God in
the Old Testament. The characteristic of their ministries to which Jesus
refers is the fact that they were not sent to their native people, but to
individuals and peoples outside of Israel (Elijah to Zarephath and Elisha to
Syria).

The implication of his exposition was that God’s judgment lay on Jesus’
audience, as his judgement had been on Israel in the Old Testament. The
crowd becomes violent, and Jesus’ life is threatened: ‘they drove him out of
the town and brought him to the brow of the hill on which their town was
built, so that they could throw him down the cliff. But passing through their
midst, he went away’ (Luke 6:29–30).

The ministry of Jesus is going to be one of conflict, just as was predicted
by Simeon in Luke 2:34, when he said that ‘this child is appointed for the fall
and rising of many in Israel and for a sign that is opposed’. Not the least
area of conflict will revolve around the Sabbath itself. But how interesting
that these pious, Sabbath-keeping, synagogue-going worshippers could so
soon demonstrate the murderous intent of their hearts! Surely one of the
main points of the episode is to highlight the contrast between the Saviour’s
Sabbath-keeping and that of his audience. There is a Sabbath-keeping that
demonstrates loyalty to Jesus; there is also a Sabbath-keeping that has in it
no love for the Saviour at all, but accompanies the same kind of enmity as
we read of in Luke 4, and leads to the same kind of rejection.

Luke 4:31–37 Christ heals a man with an unclean demon (see
Mark 1:21–28)
Four of the passages in Luke which deals with Christ and the Sabbath
centre on his miracles of healing. For Luke, there is a close connection
between the healing miracles (in which, as a doctor himself, he has a great
interest) and the special, messianic role of Jesus as the Saviour and
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Mediator of his people. In Luke’s second volume, the Book of Acts, we find
the following words of Peter recorded:

God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power. He went about
doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with him … to
him all the prophets bear witness that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness
of sins through his name (Acts 10:38, 43).

For Luke, therefore, the healing miracles were attestations both of the fact
that Jesus was the fulfilment of prophecy and that he was the Christ, the
Messiah, the anointed One.

The healing of the man with the unclean spirit takes place on a Sabbath
in Capernaum. It is the first of a succession of miracles which take place
that day. After the synagogue service is over, Jesus heals Peter’s mother-in-
law and then heals many sick people at sunset (Luke 4:40).

But there is another dimension to the first of these miracles: by healing
the man, Jesus is openly declaring himself to be standing in opposition to
the kingdom of darkness. He has already faced the devil (Luke 4:1–13),
standing against the temptation where the first Adam yielded. Now, having
drawn attention to the ministries of Elijah and Elisha, two miracle-working
Old Testament prophets, Jesus faces the devil in the experience of the man
who cries, ‘What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come
to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One of God’.

As Royce Gruenler points out, this is all part of the declaration that
Christ has come to confront the forces of spiritual darkness:

As the king of the heavenly kingdom, Jesus opposes the reign of Satan and his minions.
Barely a dozen verses in Mark’s abbreviated account separate Jesus’ confrontation of
Jesus in the wilderness and an evil spirit in Capernaum (Mark 1:21–28). Other healings
and exorcisms follow in rapid succession … The progressive nature of the atoning
warfare of invasion is illustrated in Jesus’ accompanying teaching in parables, which
both reveal and mask the deep significance of what he is doing … Jesus personifies the
reign of God in the spiritual realm.8

In other words, the healing is an attack on Satan’s kingdom, an intimation
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of John’s later assertion that ‘the reason the Son of God appeared was to
destroy the works of the devil’ (1 John 3:8). But the point is also made that
there is a clear connection between the Sabbath teaching, which came with
an authority that led the people to be amazed (Luke 4:31), and the Sabbath
healing. The salvation Christ was bringing was not only in word, but also
‘in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction’ (cf.
1 Thessalonians 1:5). Like the revelation of God’s salvation in the Old
Testament, it was both a word and an action—it declared life and it
brought life. It stood opposed to anything that threatened the good of man,
and addressed itself to man’s needs.

The activity of Jesus on the Sabbath, therefore, brings us to the heart of
the business in which he was engaged, as the one who declared the word of
God and demonstrated the power of God.

Luke 6:6–11 Christ heals a man with a withered hand
In Luke 6, our attention is drawn to two important incidents which took
place on the Sabbath. We will look at the first of these in some detail; here,
we will note the second. By the time Jesus came to this point in his miracle,
the Pharisees were making it their business to find some reason for raising a
case against him—‘they watched him to see whether he would heal on the
Sabbath, so that they might find a reason to accuse him’ (Luke 6:7).

The rabbinic tradition held the Sabbath-breaker to be as guilty before
God as the person who blasphemes God’s name—a sin punishable by
death. In discussing Numbers 15:32–36, in which a Sabbath-breaker was
stoned to death, the rabbis cite Leviticus 24, with its prescription for the
judicial death of the blasphemer.9 So the high view of the Sabbath held by
the scribes and Pharisees in Jesus’ time equates with their high view of the
Name of Jehovah. Neither his name nor his day could be treated lightly. For
the scribes and Pharisees, ‘blasphemy represents an offense against God
and a violation of a fundamental principle of the faith’.10 Sabbath-
breaking was no less a violation, and no less an offence.

Hence the care with which the leaders of Israel observed Jesus. Luke tells
us, however, that ‘Jesus knew their thoughts’ (Luke 6:8). Mark’s account
uses more emotive language; having posed the question ‘is it lawful on the
Sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save life or to kill?’, Jesus ‘looked
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round at them with anger, grieved at their hardness of heart’ (Mark 3:4–5).
B.B. Warfield does not want us to modify this ascription of anger to Jesus in
any way:

What is meant is simply that the spectacle of their hardness of heart produced in him
the deepest dissatisfaction, which passed into angry resentment.11

But Warfield also observes that

The fundamental psychology of anger is curiously illustrated by this account; for anger
always has pain at its root, and is a reaction of the soul against what gives it discomfort.
The hardness of the Jews’ heart, vividly realised, hurt Jesus; and his anger rose in
repulsion of the cause of his pain.12

In fact, the feelings of Jesus also illustrate the explicit point of the question
he asked. Which is lawful on the Sabbath: to do good or to do harm? The
unbelief that was ready to allow the man to suffer longer had a deeper
motivation of hatred for the Saviour. The scribes and Pharisees

are no longer passive witnesses. Their ‘watching’ Jesus takes the character of ‘spying’
with the intent of bringing formal charges against him. These ‘regulators’ thus
function as barriers to the healing of this man, and in fulfilling this role they also
represent the synagogue and Sabbath as entities segregating this needy man from divine
help.13

The importance of this miracle, therefore, cannot be underestimated. In
spite of all that the Sabbath had represented to Israel, as a sign of the
covenant, functioning as a visible token of God’s interest in his people,
those who set themselves up as defenders of the Sabbath were the very ones
who were preventing people from knowing the blessing of the God whose
day it was.

Jesus heals the man, once again demonstrating both his conviction that
the Sabbath was God’s ‘Yes’ to man’s need, and also that his own unique
power was legitimately employed when it was used to heal a man on that
day.
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