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Community Group Discussion Guide 
July 5, 2026 

Matthew 12:1-14 | Lord of the Sabbath 
 
MOTIVATE 

Þ Starter Question: Have you ever broken or ignored a law because it was inconvenient or 
harmless? Have you ever broken a law, such as a speed limit, because you knew you could get 
away with it? 

 
DISCUSS 
After commissioning the twelve disciples, warning them of the trials to come and urging them to fear 
God as they ministered to people’s needs, Jesus continued teaching and preaching in towns and 
villages, calling the lost to come and find rest for their souls in Him (Matthew 11:28). Some of the things 
that burdened the people were all the religious “laws” imposed by Jewish tradition.  
 
Jesus’ interaction with the Pharisees in Matthew 12:1-14 would not be the only time Jesus would 
criticize the religious leaders for their oppression and hypocrisy. Jesus often called out the Pharisees 
for their strict adherence to the letter of the law while disregarding God’s heart behind it. Jesus 
contrasted the heavy burden the religious placed on the people versus the light burden He offered 
them. 
 

Þ What are some religious practices that seem to have become a burden to people? 
 
1. Matthew 12:1-8: Jesus points to mercy as greater than sacrifice. 
Matthew 12:1-2: 1At that time Jesus went through the grainfields on the Sabbath. His disciples were 
hungry, and they began to pluck heads of grain and to eat. 2 But when the Pharisees saw it, they said 
to him, “Look, your disciples are doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath.” 
 
In the busyness and non-stop action of traveling with and ministering with Jesus, there came a time 
when His disciples were hungry on the Sabbath. Jesus and His disciples were walking through 
some fields and His disciples began to pick and eat some heads of grain. Unlike today, pathways for 
travelers often went through farmer’s fields rather than around their property so walking through 
fields was not uncommon. 
 
Matthew does not indicate whether the grain was wheat or barley, but both crops produced the 
seeds of grain in clusters at the top of the plants. The disciples picked some of these clusters, 
rubbed them in their hands to separate the husk from the grain, and then blew away the chaff to 
prepare the snack to eat. Nothing about their actions was illegal, for the law of Moses allowed 
travelers to pick and eat some of the ripe harvest as long as they did not use a sickle (Deuteronomy 
23:25). Cutting the grain with a sickle would indicate more than satisfying one’s hunger and would 
thus constitute theft. 
 
Some Pharisees watching nearby, who already didn’t like Jesus, seized the opportunity to “expose” 
His lawlessness for letting His disciples break the Sabbath. The Pharisees did exactly what many 
religious people today often do—they overlooked real people and their needs in favor of rigid human 
rules and regulations. 
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Þ Why are we ourselves often inclined to do the same? 
 
Many of the religious laws enforced by the scribes and Pharisees were based on the Mosaic law but 
were man-made distortions of the laws God had given through Moses. In fact, strict obedience to their 
human laws had become more important for them than reflecting God’s mercy and grace. The 
disciples, since they followed Jesus and did not have a source of income, were within their rights to eat 
some heads of grain from the fields (Deuteronomy 23:24-25), but the Pharisees accused them of 
breaking the Sabbath laws. The Pharisees confronted Jesus about the actions of the disciples because 
a teacher was responsible for the deeds of his followers. 
 

Þ How did the Pharisees “interpret” the law to forbid compassion on the Sabbath? 
 
Setting apart one day of the week as the Sabbath was a distinguishing mark for the nation of Israel 
and the fourth of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:8-11). Its stated purpose was for the people 
have a day of rest and refreshment (Exodus 23:12; 34:21; Deuteronomy 5:14). Thus Israelites and 
even aliens who lived among them were forbidden from doing any work on that day. 
 
The Sabbath laws were not supposed to be a burden or constant source of frustration for God’s 
people. But the Pharisees, who were devoted to following God’s laws, imposed strict interpretations 
of what was unlawful, or considered work on the Sabbath. The Pharisees developed thirty-nine 
categories of activities that they believed constituted work. Eleven of the thirty-nine categories 
related to growing and harvesting wheat: sowing, plowing, reaping, binding sheaves, threshing, 
grinding, sifting, kneading, and baking. To illustrate just how meticulous these laws were, it was 
illegal on the Sabbath to reap and grind more grain to eat than the size of a dried fig. Thus, 
according to Pharisaic considerations, Jesus’ disciples had violated the detailed Sabbath 
regulations. 
 

Þ Why is it important in interpreting this passage to remember that not every circumstance fell 
neatly under a specific law?  

Þ Discuss this statement: The Pharisees focused on and added to the letter of the law but forgot 
the spirit of the law—God’s heart behind the laws He gave them and what He intended to 
address. 

 
Matthew 12:3-4: 3 He said to them, “Have you not read what David did when he was hungry, and 
those who were with him: 4 how he entered the house of God and ate the bread of the Presence, 
which it was not lawful for him to eat nor for those who were with him, but only for the priests? 
 
Since the Pharisees had challenged Jesus regarding what they considered to be “not lawful,” Jesus’ 
first response was to recall an Old Testament narrative that also involved something that was “not 
lawful.” The way Jesus formed His question “Have you not read . . .?” expected a yes answer. Still, 
His rhetorical question was a rebuke. Since these were the religious leaders who taught the people, 
of course they had read this story. 
 
Before David became king, he spent several years fleeing from King Saul, whose jealously 
recognized that God was with David and would one day give him the throne. In 1 Samuel 21, David 
and his men were running from Saul and were hungry. They went a few miles south of Jerusalem to 
a place called Nob, and David appeared before Ahimelech the priest of the tabernacle. David 
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pretended that he and his men were on a mission for Saul and indicated they needed supplies by 
asking for any food the priest had on hand. Ahimelech told David that the only bread available was 
the consecrated bread, that which Jesus reminded the Pharisees was “not lawful for him to eat nor 
for those who were with him to eat” (Leviticus 24:5-9).  
 
Jesus’ rebuttal was a “lesser-to-greater” argument. If David was not condemned for this 
“unlawful” action in violation of God’s written law, then neither should Jesus’ disciples be 
condemned for a violation of the Pharisee’s unwritten law. Human need is always more important 
than ritual laws. Saul later had Ahimelech and eighty-five priests executed and the city destroyed 
with all its men, women, children, babies, and domestic and service animals (1 Samuel 22)—not 
because Ahimelech had broken the law but because he had unwittingly helped Saul’s enemy. 
 

Þ What is a modern-day example of someone who cares more about the letter of the law than 
the genuine needs of people? 

Þ Are there areas in which the modern church has tended to be more like the Pharisees 
than like Jesus?  

The Pharisees were caught up on a technicality. Harvesting and threshing were prohibited on the 
Sabbath, but the disciples were only plucking enough to eat at the moment. Rabbis had prohibited 
plucking and eating grain as one of the thirty-nine actions that they defined as work on the 
Sabbath. Jesus, as the Messiah, could have responded to their strict interpretation by declaring His 
authority and let that be that. Instead, Jesus used their complaint to expose a problem in their hearts—
they did not understand the goodness of God that lay underneath His law. They saw regulations meant 
to restrict people where God gave loving guidelines intended to bless and give rest.  

 
Þ How does this passage serve as a cautionary tale against applying the laws of God 

without understanding the heart of God?  
Þ How do we go about understanding the heart of God? 

 
Matthew 12:5-8: 5 Or have you not read in the Law how on the Sabbath the priests in the temple 
profane the Sabbath and are guiltless? 6 I tell you, something greater than the temple is here. 7 And if 
you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned 
the guiltless. 8 For the Son of Man is lord of the Sabbath.” 
 
Jesus’ second example involved the law concerning the Levitical priests and their Sabbath service 
in the temple. According to the law, the priests were responsible for making normal daily sacrificial 
offerings and doubling them on the Sabbath (Numbers 28:9-10). In this example, Jesus gave a 
clearer example of people who violate or desecrate the Sabbath, yet are innocent and blameless 
because they were doing God’s work.  
 

Þ Why did the priests’ sacrificial service supersede the Sabbath? 
 
As a conclusion to His examples, Jesus again used a lesser-to-greater argument, this time about the 
institution that surrounded the sacrifices when He said, “I tell you, something greater than the 
temple is here.”  If the priests’ service in the temple rendered them innocent of breaking the 
Sabbath regulations, then Jesus’ disciples were innocent because they served the One who is 
greater than the temple. 
 
Jesus told the Pharisees that while they prided themselves on knowing the Scripture, they had 



  4 
misunderstood its true meaning. God’s desire for His people is to reflect mercy over ritual practices. 
The word “mercy” is the important word hesed that characterizes God Himself. If the Pharisees had 
understood that fundamental point, Jesus said, they would not have condemned the innocent. Using 
the same word “guiltless” for His disciples, Jesus placed their action on the same level as the Old 
Testament priests in verse 5. 
 

Þ When have you misunderstood or misapplied the heart behind one of God’s commands? 
 
In verse 8, Jesus used His favorite title for Himself: the Son of Man. Jesus then declared His deity by 
using the word “Lord.” To make it clear that He was asserting His absolute divine authority over the 
Sabbath and its regulations, Jesus declared that He “is the Lord of the Sabbath.” To claim to be Lord 
of the Sabbath was to claim to be Lord of the law. The only Lord of the law is the One who gave it—
God Himself. In this passage, Jesus did not just tweak cultural norms; He claimed divine authority.  
 

Þ How is Jesus greater than David, greater than the temple, and greater than the Sabbath? 
Þ Why would His “greater than” be difficult for the Pharisees to accept? 

 
2. Matthew 12:9-14: Loving care toward others fulfills the law of God 
Matthew 12:9-10:  9 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. 
 
Matthew recorded a second Sabbath controversy. Luke 6:6 indicates that this one occurred on a 
different Sabbath. A man who had a shriveled hand was in the synagogue. The word “shriveled” 
literally is “dried up.” In his record of this account, Luke added that it was the man’s right hand—a 
real hardship in a culture where everyone worked with his hands.  
 
The Pharisees took the initiative and asked Jesus a legal question to try and trap Him: Is it lawful to 
heal on the Sabbath? Previously, they accused Jesus’ disciples of breaking Sabbath laws. This time 
they watched to see if Jesus would dare to heal someone on the Sabbath. This was not an academic 
question, but one that was asked in order to find another reason to condemn Him. According to the 
oral law, the Pharisees had already settled that question: One could heal on the Sabbath only if it was a 
life-threatening situation—which this man’s condition clearly was not.  
 

Þ Why were the Pharisees so intent on finding Jesus doing or saying something wrong? 
Þ Do people still try to do this to Jesus today? Explain your answer. 

 
Matthew 12:11-13: 11 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.” 13 Then he said to the man, “Stretch out your 
hand.” And the man stretched it out, and it was restored, healthy like the other.  
 
Jesus countered with a question to the worshippers at the synagogue, not just to the Pharisees. 
“Which one of you . . .?” made it a personal issue, not merely a legal one. Basically, Jesus was 
asking them, “What would you do?”  In Jesus’ day, pits were dug to trap wild animals. Sometimes a 
domestic animal would fall into one of these pits. The only way for the animal to get out was for 
someone to lift it out. Jesus’ lesser-to greater argument and question assumed a positive response. 
Of course, the people in the audience would help their animal, even if it was on the Sabbath.  
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Þ What norms of ours might Jesus upset if He walked into one of our church services? 
 
In this passage, you can almost feel the disappointment of Jesus as He marveled at the spiritual 
numbness of the religious leaders. Jesus declared that they valued sheep more than they valued men 
made in the image of God. Jesus understood that the Sabbath was made for the good of man and the 
glory of God. He declared that doing good to a man in need is the thing that most glorifies God. Jesus 
was indicating that His actions were lawful. He kept the law, the true heart of the law, by healing the 
man, and the Pharisees broke the law by caring more about their traditions than image-bearers. Jesus’ 
actions echoed His teaching that all the Law and the Prophets hang on the greatest commandments: 
love God and love your neighbor (Matthew 22:37-40). 
 

Þ How is God glorified when His people do good to those around them? 
 
Answering the Pharisees’ question about what was “lawful” and about what could be “done on the 
Sabbath,” Jesus gave a positive principle that went beyond a specific incident and applied to every 
Sabbath: It is lawful to do what is good on the Sabbath. Jesus took the people beyond doing or not 
doing what was good or beneficial because that is the whole purpose of the Sabbath.  
 

Þ Why are motives and the heart so important to Jesus? 
 
Having settled the Pharisees’ question, Jesus focused on the man who had been at the center of the 
dialogue—the man who had never even asked to be healed. Jesus simply commanded the man to 
stretch out his hand. In the process of doing so, the man’s hand was immediately restored—as good as 
the other. That Jesus did not do anything, such as touching the man or using any oil or ointment, 
meant Jesus had not violated neither the Sabbath nor the Pharisees’ excessive restrictions on the 
Sabbath as He had not done any work. 

Þ Why do you suppose Jesus debated with the religious leaders before He healed the man on 
the Sabbath? 

Þ How did Jesus’ words and actions demonstrate that the heart of God prefers mercy over 
sacrifice and real love over rigid religiosity (Hosea 6:6)? 

 
To apply these principles without the wisdom of God’s Word and the guidance of His Spirit can 
lead to errors. Many today are quick to overlook or outright reject the truth of God’s Word in the 
name of “love.” That is not what Jesus was doing. Jesus was upholding the law in a way that 
intentionally resisted the Pharisees’ perversion of the law. Rejecting God’s commands—sinning—
is never an act of love in reality. There must be a middle ground between becoming like the 
Pharisees and becoming lawless and willing to justify any behavior in the name of love and 
kindness.  
 

Þ Discuss this statement: The answer is found in the person of Jesus, who is both perfectly 
loving and perfectly truthful, One who could declare both “Neither do I condemn you” and 
“Go, and from now on do not sin anymore” (see John 8:11).  

 
Matthew 12:14: But the Pharisees went out and conspired against him, how to destroy him. 
 
Matthew concluded by recording the reaction of the Pharisees. Matthew indicates the Pharisees 
“went out,” perhaps indicating the loss of control of the synagogue or due to embarrassment. Luke 
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said they were filled with rage (Luke 6). Mark added that the Pharisees joined with their opponents, 
“the Herodians,” against Jesus (Mark 3:6). Both Matthew and Mark further state that they “conspired 
against him, how to destroy him.”  
 
What might seem to us like merely debating the interpretation of the law was actually Jesus 
asserting a strong claim to be the Messiah. The Pharisees absolutely realized that Jesus’ words 
and actions were pointing to His messianic authority, and they were furious. According to them, 
Jesus’ behavior was heretical and blasphemous because they refused to believe He is the 
Messiah, and from that moment on, they plotted to kill Him.  
 

Þ Why is it ironic those who were so concerned with not violating the minutest human 
restrictions of the Sabbath went out and plotted murder on the Sabbath? 

Þ How does this narrative demonstrate that Jesus was more concerned with His relationship 
with people than He was with following man-made religious dogma? 

 
TRANSFORM  
The laws, the rituals, and the sacrifices were never an end in themselves. God’s people were never 
meant to look for salvation in religious rites. God’s laws were meant to reveal God’s character and 
draw the hearts of the people into loving communion with their Lord. Jesus clarified that God had 
never intended His people to strut around wielding Sabbath restrictions like a club to beat people 
when they stepped out of line. The rule was graciously given to motivate and encourage people 
toward the kind of life God created them to live: pleasant and joyful, with time for rest and worship. 
 
1. HEAD: We must understand the intention and design of the commands of God. God gives laws to His 
people for their good. If a command of God is not bringing good to His people, then perhaps we have 
misunderstood His command, or we have a skewed view of what is good. We should look to Jesus as 
the One with the authority to show us the true intent of God’s law. 
 

Þ Where might your thinking on God’s commands need to move away from rigid religiosity 
toward life-giving love? 

 
2. HEART: Love fulfills God’s law. We obey God when we serve others  and reflect His love for them. 
We can be certain that we are within God’s will when we love His image-bearers well. If we find in 
ourselves a lack of love for others, we should ask God to stir us up to greater love. 
 

Þ What is one situation in your life right now in which you need to ask God for greater love 
toward others? 
 

3. HANDS: Jesus both taught people about the heart of God’s law and took action to demonstrate the 
heart of God’s law. When Jesus healed the man in the synagogue, He displayed to all those watching 
the true love and mercy of God. Christians, as the body of Christ, are called to display the loving heart 
of God in the same way. 
 

Þ What is one way you can actively display the loving heart of God through your actions this 
week? 

 
__________________ 
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