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Introduction 

Matthew is an evangelical book written to Israel about the reality of Jesus being the Messiah and giving the 
offer of the kingdom of God, the culmination of the promises and covenants of the Old Testament. 

Matthew is neither written to the church nor about the church. 

In Matthew 1-9, we have a record of Jesus’ history, words, and works demonstrating that He is the Messiah.   

Matthew 10 is the commission of the disciples, expressly the apostles, as the shepherds of Israel They 
received both authority and ability from Jesus through the Holy Spirit to go to all the lost sheep of the house 
of Israel and proclaim the gospel of the kingdom with the verification of miracles and powers. 

Chapter 11 is the pinnacle of the popularity of Jesus. Many people and entire towns are prepared to receive 
the Messiah and the kingdom of God. From this point, the opposition is highlighted, culminating in the 
rejection of Jesus at the cross. 

Matthew 12 is predominantly the spiral of escalating rejection in the confrontation with the Pharisees.    

Matthew 11-12 

These two chapters are in between discourses. Chapter 10 is about the cost and benefit of being a disciple. 
Chapter 13 covers the parables of Jesus. Chapters 11-12 continue with the affirmation of Jesus through John 
the Baptizer but conclude with both opposition and rejection by various people, especially the Pharisees (the 
failed shepherds of Israel). 

These two chapters have many snippets of questions and answers, Jesus condemning unbelief, and a 
perpetual proclamation of acceptance if the people would come to Jesus.  

1. John the Baptizer’s Question or Doubting John? 
2. Jesus Speaks about John the Baptizer 
3. Jesus Condemns the Cities who Rejected John and Jesus 
4. Come to Me; Genuine Offer of the Kingdom 
5. Jesus, Lord of the Sabbath 
6. Many Follow Jesus, Fulfilment of Isaiah 
7. Condemnation of the Pharisees’ Blasphemy 
8. No Sign Except for the Sign of Jonah 
9. Jesus Emphasizes the Spiritual Relationship Over the Physical Relationship 

Matthew 12:1-14 

As we saw in Matthew 11:25, this section begins by saying, “At that time.” Matthew uses this expression to 
refer to a change of subject. As stated previously, Matthew is putting together a few stories as the transition 
between discourses, the transition from Jesus’ high acceptance and popularity to His opposition and the 
beginning of the Pharisees planning to destroy Him. 
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This section has two different instances; they are tied together because of the theme. This is the only time 
that Jesus addresses the Sabbath activity in the Book of Matthew. In Mark, Luke, and John, there were many 
more confrontations in regard to the Sabbath, but Matthew only speaks of this one. 

The passage begins with Jesus and His disciples walking through the grainfields on the Sabbath. The 
disciples became hungry, began to pick the grain, and eat. Jesus is then confronted by the Pharisees, who 
condemn the disciples for doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath.  

In the Law, there are strict laws about the Sabbath: 

Exodus 20:8-11 – No work is to be performed nor can they entice any person to work 

Exodus 23:12 – No work is permitted; not even the animals can be put into labor 

Exodus 31:12-14 – Violation of the Sabbath brought a severe penalty, death or being kicked out of Israel 

Exodus 35:2-3 – Kindling a fire is a violation (this indicates cooking) 

Numbers 15:32-36 – A man was found gathering wood on the sabbath and was stoned for it. 

According to Rabbinic interpretation, there were 39 actions that were considered labor. 

Of those 39, plowing, reaping, harvesting, threshing, sifting, and grinding were all considered labor. Is that a 
safe understanding of labor? 

But there are some actions that would normally have been a violation of the Sabbath but were permitted 
in the Law. The main ones all deal with the temple services. The priests were to perform actions on the 
Sabbath that were not lawful for those outside the temple. The priests were to sacrifice and grill an 
animal on the Sabbath and bake bread. Some activities were for special Sabbath days. Others were to be 
done perpetually, including on the Sabbath day. 

There were special circumstances where God permitted and even commanded the people to break the 
Sabbath. One of them was during a time of war (Joshua 6:2-4). God obviously makes the exception for 
violating the Sabbath when He determines it is necessary. 

When Jesus answers the Pharisees, He defends the disciples’ actions in two ways: 

(1) He gives examples: David and the priests (Matthew 12:3–5)  
(2) He explains the principles of the Sabbath (Matthew 12:6–8, 11-12).  

The case of David was appropriate because it was a case of eating; it involved a sanctity issue, and it 
involved not only David but his followers. Verse 5 clearly establishes what we already stated concerning 
the priestly duties.  

I find this very interesting because Jesus does not address what many, myself included, see as a 
mishandling of the Law (Mark 7:6-13). Rather, Jesus establishes that there is something more important 
than the Sabbath. In Mark, Jesus provides a similar but more detailed response (Mark 2:27-28).  

The consecration of the Sabbath was so that man would stay focused on God and have regular rest and 
not become worn out. 
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What seems to be the principle when it comes to the Sabbath is that if it is better for man to do 
something on the Sabbath that would normally be a violation, then it is ok to violate the Sabbath (Mark 
3:4; Luke 13:14-16; Matthew 12:11-12). 

Jesus argues that the preservation of human life takes priority over Sabbath rest. Jesus also argues that 
activities of God-honoring service take priority over Sabbath rest. To demonstrate this, Jesus quotes Hosea 
(Hosea 6:4-6).  

In verse 5, Jesus asks, “Have you not read….” It is clear that the Pharisees did not really know the 
Scriptures. Even if they had read it, they did not understand it; if they did understand it, they did not 
believe it. 

Hosea is the prophet who was told to go marry a harlot to illustrate to Israel that God had been married 
to a harlot nation. The nation referred to in verse 4 as Ephraim is a reference to the Northern Kingdom, 
as it was the dominant tribe in the Northern Kingdom. Judah refers to the Southern Kingdom. He asks, 
“What shall I do with you, O Ephraim? What shall I do with you, O Judah? For your loyalty is like a 
morning cloud And like the dew which goes away early.” The word loyalty is “chesed” and is often 
translated as lovingkindness. It refers to the love and dedication to the Covenant of God (Mosaic 
Covenant). Israel’s dedication to the Mosaic Covenant is on again/off again, but mostly off.  

“For I delight in loyalty” speaking of loyalty to the Mosaic covenant, “rather than sacrifice, And in the 
knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings.”  

The idea in verse 7 is that they had not been loyal to the Mosaic Covenant, not because they failed in the 
mechanics of the sacrificial process but because they did not understand or follow the point of the 
sacrifice. The Jews offered sacrifice, but it was all just a religious ritual. They did not believe the true 
intent of the sacrifice nor the true intent of the Law. 

The narrative is simple; what Jesus said and did make sense in regard to the Scripture, and the argument of 
how the Sabbath is applied cannot be contested. The Pharisees did not get it and that is clear because they 
emphasized duty over mercy. They emphasized detail over compassion. They emphasized ritual over justice 
(Matthew 23:23). 

Jesus, in the narrative, makes two amazing statements: 

The first is in verse 6. Something greater than the temple is here. This is interesting because if you 
remember our study of the temple back in Exodus, the tabernacle was the only Bible they had until Moses 
wrote the Torah. The temple was the permanent structure of the tabernacle. The symbols of the tabernacle, 
the activities of the tabernacle, and the tabernacle itself were their theology and their Christology. Here, they 
had God in the flesh right before them, but they did not recognize Him. 

The disciples were honoring Jesus and, in doing so, became hungry. Therefore, Jesus permitted the breaking 
of the Sabbath, if indeed it was breaking the Sabbath.  

The next very challenging statement is verse 8. Notice that this is placed by Matthew in between the two 
discussions on the Sabbath. The Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath. 
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Jesus argues that He Himself takes priority over the Sabbath. In 12:8, He says, “For the Son of Man is 
Lord of the Sabbath.” This means He has authority over the Sabbath, to get rid of it or change it as He 
sees fit! He gave the Sabbath, and He can just as easily take it away. He is the authority. He gave the 
Sabbath for man to find rest and honor the God of creation. Since YHWH is the creator, they are to 
honor His example and rest on the seventh day. The fact that Jesus did not condemn His disciples for 
them plucking and eating grain indicates that Jesus is giving them permission, even if it was technically 
a violation. Jesus’ identity was not known to the Pharisees, but this statement would have been known as 
a claim of being the Messiah.  

We have already seen the title “Son of Man” in Matthew 8:20 and 9:6. We learned that this is primarily 
from Daniel 7:13 and is understood as a Messianic title. Jesus clearly states that He has authority over 
the Sabbath.  

Alternate interpretation (Hebrews 2:5-8): 

In the context of Matthew 12, it is possible that Jesus is using the title “the Son of Man” as a 
reference to any man or mankind as a collective. The phrase “lord of the Sabbath” would mean that 
mankind has a greater value than the Sabbath.    

I do not think this is an accurate interpretation, but it mostly fits and is theologically possible. 

However, because of the statement in verse 6, I believe that this is a Messianic reference, and Jesus, 
not mankind, is “Lord of the Sabbath.” 

The conclusion of this encounter with the Pharisees is found in verse 14. Literally, this is “The Pharisees 
left, they held a council against Him so that they would destroy Him.” 

The word destroy is “ἀπόλλυμι apollumi.” This means to cause destruction, perish, die, ruin, cause to 
fail at the objective, to lose.  

In Matthew, this is the word for lost (Matthew 10:6), dying physically (Matthew 8:25), to fail at a goal 
(Matthew 10:42). The point is that the discussion may be about how to stop Jesus, not necessarily kill 
Him.  

Even the crucifixion itself was not designed to simply kill Jesus but was a planned method to discourage 
the apostles. In the end, their plan was not only to kill Jesus but to stop His agenda.  

Timeless Truth 

What was Jesus’ objective? He knows what would happen, yet He continued. The fact that Jesus suffered at 
the cross is clear. But what often goes unnoticed is the heartbreak and suffering of Jesus in His 
confrontations with the leadership and the people of Israel. We need to appreciate Jesus for all that He did.   


