
Mark 2:23-3:6 The Sabbath 

Mark records that the popularity of Jesus grew, in part because of the authority with which He 
taught and in part because of the miracles He performed. With	His	growing	popularity	came	
opposi5on	from	the	religious	leaders.		

Mark records two incidents that happened on a Sabbath. The first, found in Mark 2:23-28, was 
when the Pharisees noted that His disciples picked grain as they walked along. Picking grain on 
the Sabbath was considered work and working on the Sabbath was punishable by death. The 
second Sabbath encounter, recorded in Mark 3:1-6, was the decision of Jesus to heal in the 
synagogue a man who had a shriveled hand. Since the man was not dying the rabbis determined 
that he could wait until the Sabbath was over. 

Some background helps us understand what was taking place. The Sabbath was, and still is, a 
very special part of Judaism that set them apart from the societies around them. The importance 
of the Sabbath was established by God when He created. Read Genesis 2:2-3.  The 7th day when 
God rested is the very first thing God called “holy” in the Bible. The word “sabbath” comes from 
the Hebrew term meaning “to rest,” “to cease,” or “to desist.” Read Exodus 20:10.   

Over the fifteen centuries from Moses to Jesus, the Sabbath law on work was explained in detail 
by rabbinical rules and restrictions. What was designed to be a day of rest had truly become a 
day of oppression. At least twenty-four chapters of the Talmud, the primary teachings of 
Judaism, were centered on Sabbath regulations. Every area of daily life was covered by rules 
designed to ensure that an individual gain God’s favor. Anything that might be seen to be work 
was forbidden.  

Sick people were only allowed enough treatment to keep them alive and any medical treatment 
that improved their condition was considered work. Whenever the life of the individual was not 
in danger treatment was to be put off until the Sabbath was over. 

It got a little ridiculous in that the Pharisees not only set forth the rules in detail, they often set 
forth ways to get around them. For example, a person was not allowed to travel more than 1,999 
steps from home or else walking became work. The rabbis, however, came up with creative ways 
to get around this. If you placed food at the 1,999 steps point before the Sabbath began then that 
point was considered an extension of your home so you could walk an additional 1,999 steps. If a 
rope or piece of wood was placed across a narrow street or alley, it was considered a doorway—
making it part of one’s home and allowing the 1,999 steps to begin again. 

Read Mark 2:23-24. Had it not been the Sabbath there would have been no problem. God 
provided for this. Read Deuteronomy 23: 25. Anyone was allowed to pick a few beads of grain 
while walking beside a ripened field of wheat or barley. The action of the disciples was allowed 
within the purpose of God, but not in the minds of Pharisees who had declared to do that on the 



Sabbath was work and therefore not permitted. Luke adds that they were also “rubbing them in 
their hands, and eating the grain” (Luke 6: 1). That was additional work not allowed.  

In verses 25-26 Jesus asks about an incident recorded in I Samuel 21:1-6 where David went to 
priests and asked for bread from the altar and he was given it. His point was that His disciples 
had broken only a law of the Pharisees while David had, in a sense, broken a law of Moses. 
Because of David’s need, God allowed it. Jesus was saying that meeting one’s hunger needs 
trumps regulations that were generally designed to protect the holiness of God. 

Read Mark 2:27 In saying the Sabbath was “made for man” Jesus was declaring that God gave 
it to man to keep him from wearing out this body. The day was to be one of renewal, not a 
burden. The rabbis, however, had turned the Sabbath into just that, a burden. People had to take 
great care not to overstep the boundaries the rabbis had set.  The Sabbath was to be holy but also 
to be a day of rest and renewal.  

In verse 28 Jesus added, “So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.” With this Jesus 
declared His authority as Lord of the Sabbath because He made the Sabbath. God established the 
Sabbath as a part of creation so when Jesus claimed to be the Lord of the Sabbath, He was 
claiming to be deity. It is little wonder the Pharisees could not wait to figure out how to kill 
Jesus. As Lord of the Sabbath Jesus was also declaring authority over the whole of Jewish 
religion since the Sabbath was the high point of Jewish activities. The implications of Jesus’s 
claim struck deeply.  

Mark wrote next that the confrontation over the Sabbath did not end there. Read Mark 3:1-6.  
Both conflicts focused on what was considered acceptable behavior on the Sabbath. Luke wrote 
that Jesus knew when He went into the synagogue “what they were thinking” (Luke 6: 8). He 
knew it was a trap but one He could not avoid if He was going to be true to His loving nature.   

Read Mark 3. The man was disabled and needed compassion and healing. Luke, the physician, 
noted that it was his right hand (Luke 6: 6). Since most people are right handed we can assume 
that it was a serious inconvenience. The Greek word translated “shriveled” was used to describe 
something that was lifeless making even normal everyday tasks extremely difficult to perform.  

Read Mark 3:2. That verse tells us not only about the Pharisees but about Jesus. They knew how 
He would act. The verb “looking” is in a tense that implies continually kept an eye of Him 
because they knew He would violate the law. Jesus was so well known as a man of compassion 
that His enemies knew He would not resist the urge to help this man, even on the Sabbath. It 
would be great if every Christian was so well known for His walk with Jesus that there would be 
no question about how we would act in any given situation?   

Remember, the Pharisaic law permitted helping someone on the Sabbath if his life was in danger, 
otherwise you waited until the Sabbath was over. They knew this man’s hand was not life 
threatening so he could wait.  



Mark 3:3 and 5 tells us Jesus said, “Stand up in front of everyone” and “Stretch out your 
hand.” Jesus called him front and center so no one would miss what He was about to lovingly 
do. It is interesting that the man never asked Jesus to heal him. While we are expected to bring 
our needs to God in prayer, God is also aware of them and often simply chooses to meet our 
needs. I suspect that the man desperately wanted to have his hand fixed but was afraid of the 
reactions of the religious leaders if he asked for it on the Sabbath. 

Read verse 5. I cannot imagine anything worse than Jesus looking at someone in anger. We think 
of Him primarily as a God of love and mercy but there does come a point when He becomes 
angry over stubborn hearts that refuse to make Him the Lord of their life. 

And guess what verse 5 tells us, “his hand was completely restored.” Make note of the word 
“completely.” God never does anything half way. 

Read Mark 3:6 Normally the Pharisees and Herodians were bitter enemies but their common fear 
of Jesus, albeit for different reasons, drew them together. The Pharisees did not want Jesus to 
upset their religious control over the people. The “Herodians” supported Herod and his 
commitment to always make Rome happy so they feared Jesus might bring about a revolt that 
would upset the pleasure Herod normally found with Rome. 

Notice the contrast. Jesus showed compassion while the Pharisees sought to have Jesus killed. 
Jesus was interested in healing while they wanted to hurt. Jesus was saying that He came to do 
good while His enemies wanted only to do evil. The Pharisees were more interested in doing 
harm than helping. 

The Sabbath is to be holy, that is, the Lord is to be worshipped on that day. A part of the holiness 
of the Sabbath is to use it as a time of physical and spiritual renewal. We can and should make 
the Sabbath special both as a time of worship and rest.	 


