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Introduction 
 We have been discussing the anticipation of the new covenant Sabbath, Sunday, in the 
Lord’s teaching in Matthew 12. It is interesting to consider how relevant His teaching is for us on 
this side of the resurrection. The pleasant yoke of Sabbath keeping is the way to peace of heart 
and rest of soul. Commandment keeping in general promises rich blessing, both now on the way 
and in glory yet to come. Likewise, keeping the fourth commandment promises rich blessing, 
both now on the way and in glory yet to come. The promises flow to us from the work of Christ 
who is Jacob’s ladder, and we appropriate them in our sanctification by work, by the works of 
Sabbath keeping and by the work of Sabbath keeping. Thus, today I want to review the works of 
Sabbath keeping as context for concentration on the work of Sabbath keeping.  
 
1A. The works of Sabbath keeping 
 Reformed theology designates three works as exceptional: works of necessity, piety, and 
mercy (piety refers to ministerial works, the works of priests and pastors). Exceptional means 
that they seem unlawful because they involve work or activity on the day of rest. However, 
describing them as exceptional does not mean they are something outside of Sabbath keeping. 
These works are part of the essence of Sabbath keeping. Thus, in review, we might think some 
about how they are of the essence of the Sabbath instead of being contradictory to it.  
 We have three examples: David, the priests, and the man with a withered hand (or Jesus 
healing the man with the withered hand). David eats the bread of God’s face. The priests offer 
sacrifices in the temple. Jesus heals the man with a withered hand. If you want to be fussy, you 
can refer to these activities as doing things unlawful, just as you could claim that picking grain 
on the Sabbath is unlawful. Yet, according to Jesus, none of this is unlawful. The Pharisees are 
looking at externals. They miss the true spirit of these activities and they miss the gospel that 
emerges from each example.  
 Therefore, we should ask and answer the question, “How do these examples reflect on the 
center of Sabbath keeping? How do the exceptional works reveal the central work? How are the 
works parts of the essence of the work?” 
 To answer, we have to see the big picture and reflect on it in different ways. The big 
picture in these examples is the story of the place of God’s presence in the tabernacle that 
anticipated the temple. The tabernacle was simply the mobile form of what became the fixed 
form of the place of God’s dwelling among His people in the OT. The tabernacle was a tent and 
the temple was a building. Jesus answers the Pharisees about the Sabbath by referring back to the 
house of God and by healing on the Sabbath. Being hungry, David entered the house of God, ate 
the bread that was only for the priests, and did so without guilt. Offering sacrifices and doing 
other ministries (or works of piety), the priests “profane” the Sabbath without guilt. Jesus does 
the work of healing a man on the Sabbath without incurring guilt.  
 Now we should consider how each of these things presuppose and point to worship as the 
core of Sabbath keeping.  
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 In OT promise, they call us to hear the gospel, to listen to the voice of God as a central 
concern of worship, to hear God’s promise of life-giving bread by sacrifice, and to do so in His 
presence. 
 In NT fulfillment, Christ brings us before the face of God, into the presence of God. We 
come with thankfulness for the gospel of God’s provision of life giving bread. The thank 
offerings voice and embody worship. The sacrifices are offerings to the Lord that bring us 
through the gate of heaven into the place of God’s presence to ascend the ladder from earth to 
heaven. In one word, the teachings of our Lord regarding the OT Sabbath works and His actions 
on the Sabbath in the NT bring us face to face with Him in a very special fellowship. If you 
know that something greater than the temple is here, then you will not even begin to judge and 
condemn His actions or the actions of His disciples. If you know that Jesus is the place of the 
presence of God, then you must stand there in His presence in reverence, awe, and worship. 
Serving the temple means serving Christ. 
 Therefore, the works of necessity, piety, and mercy presuppose, are part of, and advance 
the work of Sabbath keeping. Again, doing these works is keeping the Sabbath. Of each one of 
these things you can say, “This is the work of Sabbath keeping.” Now we need to put all 
attention on the high point, the high places of the earth, of Sabbath keeping.  
 
2A. The Work of Sabbath Keeping 
 1) Heart-religion (12.7) 
 How can something that the Lord commands be something that he does not desire? Jesus 
points the Pharisees back to the OT again. “If you had known what this means, I desire mercy, and not 
sacrifice” (12.7). By these words, on record for us here, He directs us back to the OT as well.   

What shall I do with you, O Ephraim? What shall I do with you, O Judah? Your love is like a morning cloud, like 
the dew that goes early away. 5 Therefore I have hewn them by the prophets; I have slain them by the words of 
my mouth, and my judgment goes forth as the light. 6 For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the 
knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings. 7 But like Adam they transgressed the covenant; there they dealt 
faithlessly with me. 8 Gilead is a city of evildoers, tracked with blood. 9 As robbers lie in wait for a man, so the 
priests band together; they murder on the way to Shechem; they commit villainy. 10 In the house of Israel I 
have seen a horrible thing; Ephraim's whoredom is there; Israel is defiled (Hos 6.4-10). 

 The point is not that the Lord has no desire for sacrifice whatever. We cannot say that 
because He desires to save His people through the gospel foreshadowed and realized through 
sacrifice. What He despises, to use even stronger language, is the wrong kind of sacrifice. He 
states it the way He does to make the point emphatic. Thus, the desire of the Lord for mercy not 
sacrifice has the background of people who honored the Lord with their lips while their hearts 
were far from Him. One way they showed their true heart condition was in the way they treated 
other people. Another way they showed their true heart condition is in the lack of love, 
knowledge, and faithful obedience to the Lord. They brought the sacrifices of worship at the 
same time that they transgressed the covenant. Their covenant relation with God included the 
mistreatment of their fellowmen.  
 The principle at work here is simple: worship directed toward God is unacceptable when 
it arises from lack of love to God, lack of true knowledge of God, lack of covenant obedience to 
God and toward man; such “worship” is in name only and the Lord despises it. Thus, if the 
Pharisees understood the matter of heart-religion verses mere externals, they would not have 
condemned Jesus and His disciples. They looked at outward things, forms of worship, acts of 
religion, and they totally missed the gospel of both the OT and the NT that they should have 
known from Scripture and from the work of Christ. Furthermore, He condemns them for walking 
in the footsteps of the Israelites of old having love that is like a morning cloud and dew that goes 
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early away (v. 4). The Pharisees are covenant breakers, evil doers, robbers, murders, villains, and 
spiritual whoremongers (vs. 7-10). No wonder the Pharisees hated Christ and sought to kill Him 
(Mat. 12.14). 
 Instead, the Lord desires love not sacrifice and knowledge not burnt offerings (v. 6). 
Again, loving obedient action goes hand in hand with the knowledge of God. These are not 
separable. To learn as a disciple of Christ, to advance in the knowledge of God, without 
obedience is something the Lord despises. The right combination is learning, growing in the 
knowledge of God, obedience to God in relation to your neighbor, and love deep in your heart as 
the deep root of it all. In a word, then, loving worship is the core of Sabbath keeping (with this 
expanded definition of love). 
 2) The Lord of the Sabbath (12.8, For the Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath) 
 Jesus nails down the point of worship securely by citing the fact that He, as Son of man, 
is Lord of the Sabbath. The idea is to this effect, “if the Pharisees knew what true worship was 
all about, then they would not have condemned Jesus and His guiltless disciples because He is 
the Lord of the Sabbath, which means that He is entitled to absolute, complete, total, obedience 
and life-absorbing worship. Most of all, He is entitled to this worship on His Day! 
 We know that Jesus, on this side of the resurrection, is the Sabbath king who sits on the 
throne of the heavens and props His feet upon the footstool of the earth (Isa. 66.1-2). As Son of 
man, He took flesh and blood to fulfill the work of redeeming the people the Father gave to Him 
in the eternal covenant of redemption (Jn 17.1-2; Heb 2.13-14). In Daniel’s vision, He is the one 
who comes to the ancient of days to receive a kingdom (Dan 7.13-14). By His resurrection, He 
became Lord of the Sabbath (cf. Acts 2.36) with all authority (Mat 28.19-20). He is the great 
king (Mat 5.35) and we are to worship Him.  
 Thus, we worship Him with awe because He is the place of God’s presence, we must say, 
“He is Bethel, the house of God, and the most awesome place conceivable on the face of this 
earth (cf. “how sweet and awful is the place with Christ within the doors”). Our thanks for God’s 
provision of life-giving bread go to Him (cf. the hymn, “how sweet and awful-awesome-is the 
place with Christ within the doors). Our praises are for His ears. Instead of thinking that His 
Lordship over the day eliminates the day, we should think that His Lordship orients the day to 
Him.  
  
Summary 
 When we speak about exceptional works and the work of Sabbath keeping, we know that 
works of necessity, piety, and mercy are part of the true spirit of the Sabbath because the Sabbath 
is for man, for us, for our benefit and good. We also know that each of these unusual works 
reflect the core of Sabbath keeping because each of them connect us to the gospel of Jesus. The 
bread of the presence speaks of God’s provision for our need of Christ as the bread of life, the 
pious works of the priests show us God’s provision for our need of the sacrifice of Christ, and 
works of mercy show us the redemptive provision that Jesus secured for us with His own body 
and blood. Each of these things relates to worship before the face of God, in His temple, and at 
the mercy seat of redemption. Jesus is the face of God, the temple of God, the place of God’s 
abiding presence, and He is made unto us as wisdom, righteousness, holiness, and redemption (1 
Co 1.30).  
 Therefore, the work of Sabbath keeping is the worship of our risen Lord Jesus and all 
worship is in His name or through Him. Saying this, brings us back full circle to the awesome 



 4

privilege of fellowship with the Lord Jesus in an intimately personal fellowship that is afforded 
to us in a special way on His day.  
 
 
Applications 
 The personal “you” in relation to the Lord Jesus guides our thoughts for application. 
 1) “You are to take up the works of Sabbath keeping,” Jesus says, “for me.” You cannot 
think of this day in a passive and lethargic way. It is a day for action. You are to cease from one 
kind of work to take up another kind.  
 There are exceptional works to do out of love for God and your neighbor. These are part 
of the fabric of the Sabbath because the Sabbath is for man and you cannot expect God to accept 
your worship if you do not pursue obedience to Him in relation to other people. Hence, a basic 
question that should rise up in our hearts is “how do I look to the needs of others and do 
something about those needs?” How do I show, in down to earth ways, that my love for the Lord 
is deep within my heart and not just on my lips? One way to answer this is to ask another 
question: where, when, how do I help others learn, especially on the Lord’s Day (cf. Jn 13.35)? 
 2) He says, “You are to keep the yoke of the Sunday-Sabbath holy because I am Lord of 
the Sabbath and I exercise my Sabbath Lordship on the first day of the week, the day I 
inaugurated my ascent to the throne of universal kingship.” This is fundamental and basic. You 
should always think of Sunday as His day, the inauguration-resurrection day. Thus, it should be 
basic to your mindset on Sunday to think of how to honor the Lord Jesus in a distinctive way. 
 3) He says, “You are to take up the yoke of the Sunday-Sabbath to keep it holy as a 
pleasant yoke.” You should think, focus, and act in this way. Call the day a delight. 

If you turn back your foot from the Sabbath, from doing your pleasure on my holy day, and call the Sabbath a 
delight and the holy day of the LORD honorable; if you honor it, not going your own ways, or seeking your 
own pleasure, or talking idly; 14 then you shall take delight in the LORD, and I will make you ride on the heights 
of the earth; I will feed you with the heritage of Jacob your father, for the mouth of the LORD has spoken (Isa 
58.13-14). 

 4) He says, “You are to remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy because the day that 
belongs to God almighty, maker of heaven and earth, and sovereign Lord belongs to me. Come 
to me for soul rest) take my yoke of the Sunday Sabbath upon you, and learn of me. In this 
context, in a special way on my holy day show yourselves to be my disciples not ignorant of the 
Scriptures, but growing in the knowledge of God.  
 5) He says, “On my day, you are to keep your focus on the work of Sabbath keeping, the 
work of worship. You stand in my presence; you come before the face of God.” Thus, we have to 
speak like the Psalmist who spoke to the Lord in this way, “Lord, you said, ‘seek my face,’ 
therefore, your face O Lord will I seek.” Here we are on the high places of the earth and at the 
center of the work of the Sabbath. It is a day of delightful worship of the triune God through 
Jesus Christ our sovereign Lord.  
 
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.  
  


