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Introduction  
 Paving the way for new covenant Sabbath, Jesus clarifies its true spirit and intent in 
marked contrast to Pharisaic legalism. A central text in this regard is Matthew 12.1-14. This is a 
very important text because Jesus teaches us how to view the Sabbath in a balanced way. He 
balances exceptional works with the work of Sabbath keeping in a way that preserves the 
pleasantness of His yoke throughout. In contrast to the Pharisees, from OT teaching, and by 
careful reasoning Jesus takes us to the “high places of the earth” (Isa 58.14) as a vantage point 
from which to see new covenant Sunday Sabbath keeping.  
 What is the high point, apex, the mountaintop of the Sabbath? The pleasant mountaintop 
is worship, which is the work of Sabbath keeping that stands in union with exceptional works. 
The Westminster Shorter Catechism captures this union in its answer to the question, “How is 
the sabbath to be sanctified?” The sabbath is to be sanctified by a holy resting all that day, even from such 
worldly employments and recreations as are lawful on other days; and spending the whole time in the publick 
and private exercises of God's worship, except so much as is to be taken up in the works of necessity and 
mercy (Q 60). Exceptional works, that is, the exceptions not the rule, works that are unusual, are 
the works of necessity and mercy, while “the holy resting” or the work of “that day” involves 
spending time in private and public exercises of God’s worship. Matthew 12.1-14 reveals three 
exceptions to the rule of Sabbath keeping. Although the WSC mentions only two, reformed 
thought has commonly identified three exceptions, which are works of necessity, piety, and 
mercy. These correspond to the three exceptions mentioned that surface here in Matthew.  
 Today, we will consider these three exceptional works. Before we do so, we should 
comment on the meaning of exceptional or unusual in the text. The idea is not that the unusual 
works are something distinct from Sabbath keeping as if you have the Sabbath observance here 
and these unusual works over there. These unusual works are not things of a different category 
than things that go into keeping the day holy. They are components of the Sabbath but they have 
an unusual quality about them. They involve various levels of work that appear to break the 
Sabbath in principle because of what people do, because of activity instead of inactivity. 
However, though they seem to involve non-rest, they in fact are part of the definition of what 
true Sabbath keeping entails. Thus, works of necessity, piety, and mercy are not ways that people 
lawfully step outside of obedience to the Sabbath; indeed, they are unusual ways of lawfully 
keeping the day holy. The unusual is a matter of appearance. People who cannot see past their 
noses draw attention to appearances because they concentrate on outward things in neglect of the 
inner man of the heart. In this light, we now turn to works of necessity, piety, and mercy. 
 
1A. Works of Necessity (David, 12.3) 
 In the example of David, our Lord counters the Pharisees with the reply that emphasizes 
the historical-redemptive analogy of David and his followers with Jesus and His disciples. He 
shows us that hunger, holiness, and redemption are things that qualify and define Sabbath 
keeping. Thus, works of necessity with regard to food preparation are part of keeping the day 
holy. Here we should capture the point by asking, “How is it the case that doing the work 
necessary to supply man’s need is in fact part of keeping a holy rest?” It is the case because the 
Sabbath is a feast day that tokens the joy of knowing that the day is for man’s benefit. Supplying 
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the Lord’s people with what they need in the way of daily bread, not fasting but feasting, goes in 
flow with the design of the day that is for man (man is not for the Sabbath, the Sabbath is for 
man, for man’s good). How could anyone think otherwise? They would have to be ignorant of 
the Scriptures.  
 
2A. Works of Piety (The priests in the temple, v. 5) 
 Works of piety refer to religious actions, devotion to God, and devoutness. Piety could be 
good or bad, true or false, genuine or not genuine. Here it refers to religious work, temple work, 
or “serving the temple” according to God’s command.  
 Jesus gives another OT example that shows how doing things that appear unlawful are 
actually lawful; appearance and actuality are not the same things. This is the example of the 
priests who work in the temple on the Sabbath and what they do is not sinful: they “profane the 
Sabbath and are guiltless.”  

Or have you not read in the Law how on the Sabbath the priests in the temple profane the Sabbath and are 
guiltless? (12.5) 

 A few weeks ago, we had relatives from out of state visiting with us and they left to 
return home Sunday morning. As we visited with them that morning, I had to say my goodbyes 
early with the words, “you will have to excuse me, because today is a work day for me.” This 
fact is something that I am beginning to appreciate more and more: today is a day of hard work 
for ministers. My Sunday workday begins about 6am and extends to about 6pm. As you know, it 
includes finishing the morning sermon, focusing the OT study, preaching and teaching, 
discussion and prayer with my wife (truly a blessing!), revising the written materials, uploading 
written and audio to the web site, making a CD of the sermon, and prayerfully beginning to work 
on the sermon for the next week. This is necessary work on the day of rest and it is not sinful; it 
is actually part of keeping the day holy as a minister of the gospel trying to direct you to the 
Lord, His word, and prayer.  
 The priests had various tasks to perform on the Sabbath such as preparing the Bread of 
the Presence every Sabbath (1 Chr 9.32), offering special sacrifices above and beyond the daily 
ones (Num 28.9-10), and presumably circumcising new born males on the eighth day if it fell on 
the Sabbath (cf. Jn 7.22, “you circumcise a man on the Sabbath). In doing these things, they were 
keeping the day holy and they were guiltless. Although they worked, they keep the day of rest in 
its true spirit and intent.  
 How can it be that their work actually kept the day of rest holy? This is an important 
question to answer in order to keep our balance. Their work actually kept the day of rest holy 
because it supported the larger complex of temple worship by proclaiming the gospel of Christ 
anticipated in bread and sacrifice. The marvelous provision of bread for the people of God, bread 
that is the bread of His very presence, is Jesus. He is the bread from heaven and His body is the 
sacrifice for our sins.   
 In this connection, it is a delight to think through the account of Jacob at Bethel to 
understand who Jesus is.  Recall that Jacob fled from Esau and stopped at Bethel to rest. There 
he slept and dreamed about the ladder “set on earth, and the top of it reached to heaven, and behold, the 
angels of God were ascending and descending on it” (Gen 28.12). The Lord stood above it and reiterated 
the Abrahamic covenant (28.13-15). God used this dream to confirm His covenant purpose in 
history, namely, that “in you and your offspring shall all the families of the earth be blessed” (28.14). 
Therefore, Jacob named the place Bethel saying, “Surely the Lord is in this place and I did not know it…How 
awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven” (28.16-17). In the 
NT, we hear Jesus saying, “Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God 
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ascending and descending on the Son of man” (Jn 1.51).  Jesus is Jacob’s ladder, and therefore, He is 
Bethel, the place of the presence of God and the gate of heaven. Like Jacob, we must speak of 
that which is awesome. We have to say, “How awesome is this place, this person, this bread 
come down from heaven, Jesus is the house of God and the place where God is with us. He is 
Immanual (Mat 1.23).  
 If we connect the Jacob account (Jacob’s ladder) with the manna and the Bread of the 
Presence, then we know that Jesus is the bread that came down from heaven, the true bread, 
which gives life to those starving in sin. His body given in sacrifice is life-giving bread. It is in 
this light that we should read John 6: 

32 Jesus then said to them, "Truly, truly, I say to you, it was not Moses who gave you the bread from heaven, 
but my Father gives you the true bread from heaven. 33 For the bread of God is he who comes down from 
heaven and gives life to the world" (vs. 32-33). 
 
Jesus said to them, "I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me 
shall never thirst (v. 35). 
 
I am the bread of life. 49 Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. 50 This is the bread that 
comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die. 51 I am the living bread that came down from 
heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is 
my flesh" (vs. 48-51). 
 

Now we can appreciate the “loose hanging” words of Matthew 12.6, “I tell you something 
greater than the temple is here.” There is a fortiori argument here (reasoning from the lesser to 
the greater). We can put it more fully like this. The priests serve the temple in the work they do 
giving the OT gospel and their work is guiltless though it seems to profane the Sabbath. Now 
something greater than the temple is here. “Something” instead of someone suggests at the least 
that Jesus is the place of the presence of God. He is what the temple promised and the temple 
work of the priests promised. Thus, if the priests who served the temple of promise did so 
without guilt, then how much more must believer-priests of the new covenant be without guilt in 
the works that they do serving the temple of realization, the real temple, the Lord Jesus? If you 
can do the former on the Sabbath then how much more can you do the latter on the Sabbath? If 
the former is holy, the latter is exceedingly holy.  
 The pattern of thought in the text is such that the end of verse 7 is also the implied end of 
verse 6. Thus, he says, “If you knew that the actual, real, and literal temple is now here, and that 
my disciples serve the place of the presence of God, then you would not condemn them.”  
 We will come back to verse 7 next week; presently, we need to stress that works of piety 
keep the day of rest; they are part of what Sabbath is.   
 
3A. Works of mercy (The man with a withered hand, vs. 9-14) 
 In 9-14, we shift from works of necessity and piety to works of mercy. Verse 9 indicates 
a close connection in thought with the previous account. Again, the Pharisees are picking at the 
issue of outward legality: He went on from there and entered their synagogue. 10 And a man was there with a 
withered hand. And they asked him, "Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?"- so that they might accuse him (12.9-10). 
Jesus answers them and pointedly rebukes the legalists by argument and action.  
 Again, Jesus uses a fortiori argument: He said to them, "Which one of you who has a sheep, if it falls 
into a pit on the Sabbath, will not take hold of it and lift it out? 12 Of how much more value is a man than a sheep! So it is 
lawful to do good on the Sabbath" (12.11-12). Thus, He says, anyone with an ounce of common sense 
and compassion will do the work of lifting a sheep out of a pit even on the Sabbath. You know 
this, and you know that man is much more valuable than a sheep. Thus, it is lawful to do the 
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lesser good for animals on the Sabbath, and therefore, it is even more lawful (exceedingly 
lawful) to do good for humans on the Sabbath.  
 Then Jesus rebuked the legalists by doing a healing work on the Sabbath, one that 
required the person healed to do something: Then he said to the man, "Stretch out your hand." And the man 
stretched it out, and it was restored, healthy like the other (12.13). We have to lay hold of the argument and 
pause for reflection because Jesus does so much more here than refute the Pharisees. He refutes 
them, rebukes them, reveals their lack of common sense, and exposes their ignorance of 
Scripture as He teaches that exceptional works of mercy are part of what it means to keep the 
Sabbath day holy. This prompts us to ask the basic question again, how do these unusual works 
actually advance Sabbath keeping instead of contradicting it? Works of mercy are like mini-
gospels. They are works that reveal the gospel of mercy to those in need. Whatever the needs 
may be in fallen world, they all come to a single need: in a fallen world, sinners need the 
restorative mercy of Jesus. Works of mercy are restorative acts on a very small scale that picture 
the restorative acts of God in Christ on a very big scale. Thus, we have the good news put before 
our eyes in this account where Jesus gives a command and in obeying it, the man finds 
restoration: his hand was restored, “healthy like the other” (12.13).  
 Can you see the lesson here in relation to the pleasant yoke of law keeping in general and 
in relation to the pleasant yoke of Sabbath keeping in particular? The lesson is that obedience is 
the way of restoration to complete health. Do not back off from the claim here. Full and 
complete health is ours by obeying the Lord Jesus. On this pathway of obeying Him in all His 
laws including His Sabbath law, we make our journey to complete health of the body from head 
to toe. There is no merit in our obedience because this repentant-obedience. Everything comes to 
us from the work of Christ because His body is the bread from heaven, the true sacrifice for sin, 
and the place of the presence of God. As living bread, He is the way to eternal resurrection life. 
That is the good news that overflows from the reply of Jesus to the Pharisees.   
 
Conclusion 
 Thus, we should emphasize that the great benefits that come from the pleasant yoke of 
Sabbath flow from submissive obedience to the Lord Jesus in the doing of works of necessity, 
piety, and mercy on this day.  
 Sabbath keeping is a matter of submission to your risen Lord. It is personal. Jesus say, 
“you…come to me…and I will give pleasant Sabbath blessings to you.” Part of the spirit of this 
law and its pleasantness is the fact that various things that we do, that seem contrary to resting, 
actually advance the celebrative tone (feasting; eating) of coming into the presence of God to 
hear the gospel of His restorative mercy. In this way, we have restoration, comfort, fruit, peace 
and joy.  
 
Let us therefore fall down before the majesty of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of the 
Sabbath, to confess our sins before Him, to receive mercy from Him, and to offer our 
eternal praises to Him, both now and forevermore, Amen.  
  
  
  
 


