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Studies in Mark (Pt. 9) 
 
Mark 2:23-28: 
 

One Sabbath he was going through the grainfields, and as they made their way, his               
disciples began to pluck heads of grain. And the Pharisees were saying to him, “Look,               
why are they doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath?” And he said to them, “Have you                  
never read what David did, when he was in need and was hungry, he and those who were                  
with him: how he entered the house of God, in the time of Abiathar the high priest, and                  
ate the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and                   
also gave it to those who were with him?” And he said to them, “The Sabbath was made                  
for man, not man for the Sabbath. So the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath.” 

 
Introductory Remarks 

 
1. The Significance of the Sabbaths in Mark’s Gospel 

In today’s text, we encounter one of the Gospel of Mark's four Sabbath narratives. The               1

Sabbath narratives, in order, are: 
 
A. Teaching in the Synagogue (1:21-28) 

B. Plucking heads of Grain (2:23-28) 
C. Withered Hand (3:1-6) 

D. Teaching at Hometown (6:1-6) 
 

You may have noticed that the first and last Sabbath narratives mirror each other. In the                
first Sabbath narrative (1:21-28) Jesus teaches, casts out demons, and the people marvel at his               
authority; in the last Sabbath narrative (6:1-6), Jesus teaches, the people marvel at his authority,               
and they are offended by him. Similarly, the second and third Sabbath narratives also mirror each                
other. In the second Sabbath narrative (2:23-28, today’s text) our Lord’s disciples pluck heads of               
grain, rubbing the grains in their hands, to feed themselves on the Sabbath; in the third Sabbath                 2

narrative (3:1-6), the man with a withered hand stretches out his hand. In the second Sabbath                
narrative, in other words, the disciples actively receive sustenance via the use of their hands;               
whereas in the third Sabbath narrative, the man with the withered hand passively receives the               
healing of his hand via Christ's almighty word. 

The significance of these four Sabbath narratives consists in how they demonstrate that             
Christ is working for us, to free us from the evil one (1:21), to sustain us with bread (2:24, et al),                     
to heal us by his Word (3:2,4), and to teach us (6:2). And these narratives make the fifth Sabbath                   
reference, not a complete narrative but simply a reference, so powerful. On the last Sabbath               
mentioned by Mark, Christ is doing all of these things - by laying in the tomb. The death of                   
Christ is the crushing of the serpent's head, the casting down of Satan, the binding up of the                  
strong man. The death of Christ is the bread and wine that imparts life to us and sustains us                   
(figuratively, of course, cf. John 6). The death of Christ is what restores us to God that we may                   

1 Mark's Sabbath Narratives & References: 
A. Teaching in the Synagogue (1:21) 
B. Plucking heads of Grain (2:24, 27. 28) 
C. Withered Hand (3:2, 4) 
D. Teaching at Hometown (6:2) 
[E. Resting in the Tomb (15:42 & 16:1)] 

2 cf. Luke 6:1. 
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present ourselves as acceptable sacrifices to God. The death of Christ is effective for those who                
believe. Our Lord’s resting in the tomb on the Sabbath is the ultimate fulfillment of the Sabbath,                 
and it ensures us of the aforementioned benefits.  

 
2. The Significance of Jesus’ Response 

Hence, in Mark 2 we see the Lord not merely providing his disciples with physical rest                
but also spiritual nourishment. Christ argues from the example of David and his men, providing               
a practical counterargument to the unscriptural objections to grain-plucking raised by the            
Pharisees. This example subtly draws a parallel between the typological messiah (namely, David)             
and the actual Messiah, Jesus. As David took of the bread of the Old Covenant and distributed                 
it to his soldiers, so our Lord Jesus would soon take of the bread of the New Covenant and                   
distribute it among his disciples. As David was simultaneously prophet, priest, and king, albeit in               
a temporary and typological manner, so our Lord Jesus is simultaneously our prophet, priest, and               
king truly and eternally.  

Our Lord Jesus' response is mind-boggling, in terms of its simultaneous breadth, depth,             
and brevity. Regarding breadth, he addresses the present concern about obeying the law,             
demonstrating that his disciples were not breaking the Sabbath. He also demonstrates the             
hypocrisy of the Pharisees who do not condemn David, but do condemn Christ and his disciples                
who were not breaking the Law of God. Regarding depth, the answer he gives ties together the                 
present moment and that of David, establishing a typological link between himself and David as               
prophet, priest, and king. He also points forward to what he will do as a priest forever after the                   
order of Melchizedek. Regarding brevity, what takes theologians volumes to explicate - namely             
the typological, historical, and theological connections between David and his Lord (Jesus) -             
Christ states in a few short words! 
 
3. The Matthean Context 
 

Mark's record of this event is given in more detail in Matthew's Gospel, which tells us                
that just prior to refuting the Pharisees’ claim that Sabbath grain-plucking was unlawful our Lord               
Jesus declared: 
 

“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” - Matt 11:28. 
 
Thus, we see that Christ’s provision of grain for his disciples on the Sabbath is the immediate                 
fulfillment of these words in a very literal manner. 

Yet there is another sense in which we see our Lord providing rest for his disciples, and                 
that is by his refutation of the Pharisees' interpretation and application of the Law. The disciples,                
and by implication our Lord God Christ, were being falsely accused of breaking God's Law               
against working on the Sabbath. The Pharisees, apparently unaware of their own transgressions             
against the real commandments of God, sought to place the disciples of our Lord Jesus under                
their man-made rules. They sought to bind the consciences of the followers of Christ to customs                
that were not the Word of God and, therefore, not binding upon God's people. So what does                 
our Advocate do? He argues from Scripture against the Pharisees and for his people. He does not                 
excuse sin, but reveals that the disciples' actions in this instance were not sinful. Jesus judges the                 
conduct of his people righteously, not according to man-made traditions or customs.  

In our day, there are many churches which guilt trip their members by placing              
unnecessarily heavy loads of work on them every Lord's day. Those who don't attend to every                
meal, to every social gathering, to every outreach program, to every bible study and book study,                
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those who, in fact, openly state that they are under no requirement to do so are met with a series                    
of wagging fingers of shame. The Pharisees, like those in these present day places of worship,                
were not upholding a wise and scripturally sound practice, they were not upholding a divine               
command either - they were upholding a law of their own devising which actually contradicted               
God's Law. These men were not like the sound elders over whom God has placed his church,                 
men who pray and study God's Word when seeking to establish guidelines for certain              
ecclesiastical realities upon which Scripture is seemingly silent (or is, the very least, not explicit in                
addressing these realities). In our study of Peter not too long ago, we learned of how our elders                  
are to rule/lead. And what are their duties? Rebuking, Exhorting, Correcting, Discipling,            
Disciplining, Teaching, Encouraging, and Comforting through the Word of God preached. This            
is not what the Pharisees were doing. Rather, they were placing their word in direct opposition to                 
God's Law and, thereby, harming God's people. Jesus doesn't give them a green light to continue                
this sinful behavior. Jesus does not let it slide, as it were. He openly demonstrates, from the                 
Scriptures, how these men have completely misunderstood the Scriptures. They have           
misunderstood the Law, and they have misunderstood the prophets. Consequently, they have            
mistreated God's sheep, teaching as commandments the traditions of men. 

And Jesus our Lord does this for his sheep. He demonstrates his role as our perfect                
Advocate, examining us and the accusations of his enemies against us, concluding with the              
unalterably true verdict of either “Guilty” or “Innocent.” We read of this very thing in Zechariah                
3:1-5: 
 

Then he showed me Joshua the high priest standing before the angel of the Lord, and                
Satan standing at his right hand to accuse him. And the Lord said to Satan, “The Lord                 
rebuke you, O Satan! The Lord who has chosen Jerusalem rebuke you! Is not this a                
brand plucked from the fire?” Now Joshua was standing before the angel, clothed with              
filthy garments. And the angel said to those who were standing before him, “Remove the               
filthy garments from him.” And to him he said, “Behold, I have taken your iniquity away                
from you, and I will clothe you with pure vestments.” And I said, “Let them put a clean                  
turban on his head.” So they put a clean turban on his head and clothed him with                 
garments. And the angel of the Lord was standing by. 

 
Christ the Lord stands before our accuser and declares the truth, providing us with rest from the                 
attacks of Satan, the flesh, and the world. 
 

Application 
 
1. Theology matters. 

The Pharisees' sinful behavior was directly related to their incorrect interpretation of the             
Scriptures. Had they understood the law properly, in its context, and not inserted their own ideas                
into the commandments, they would have known that those in need were not prohibited from               
plucking heads of grain on the Sabbath. Had they known this, they would not have falsely                
accused our Lord's disciples of sin. Had they not falsely accused our Lord's disciples of sin, they                 
would not have implied that our Lord had no regard for the Law of God.  

Now, the Pharisees' wrong interpretation of Scripture sprang from their evil hearts. They             
were, as all of us were before our conversion, blind and deaf to the truth of the Word of God.                    
And what they did understand they perverted, as we have done as well. Nevertheless, there are                
instances in which we too misinterpret Scripture, misapply Scripture, and thereby cause harm to              
others, especially our brothers and sisters in Christ. What we are to be reminded of here, then, is                  
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that theology matters. Whether we err from the onset, like the Pharisees who misunderstood the               
Scriptures in general, or our error is added to a foundation of sound doctrine which we have                 
received from the Holy Spirit by the hands of faithful preachers, our error has practical               
consequences. False theology affects our worship (causing us to add to or take away from God's                
Word, as the Pharisees did); false theology also affects our neighbor (as it would have in our text,                  
had not our Lord rebuked the Pharisees).  

And not only this, but theology is something we all, to a greater or lesser extent, do. As                  
one academic theologian put it, the question is not whether or not a particular individual               
Christian is a theologian. Rather,  
 

the question is whether [a Christian] is a good theologian or a bad theologian. [...] Being a                 
good theologian is not about intellectual ability. [...] To be a good theologian is to seek to                 
know and rely upon the Word of God better. It is to be a faithful Christian. 
[Mike Reeves] 

 
In this sense, we are called to be good theologians. We are called to honor God with our minds                   
as we meditate and ruminate upon his Word. We are called to honor God with our lives as we                   
seek to obey what he has commanded and patiently wait for what he has promised us. We are                  
called to honor God by loving our neighbor who is made in his image. 
This is why theology matters. 
 
In light of this, we must understand that 
 
2. Scripture Interprets Scripture 

A common idea in our day is that no book, no text, is self-interpreting. Those who push                 
this view on us assume that even the Bible is like the works of uninspired dead authors - i.e.                   
open to a nearly infinite number of interpretations, each of which is equally valid. Yet what do                 
we see in our text today? The ever present God of gods, the Sovereign Lord is ever living, ever                   
revealing himself through his unchanging Word. The misinterpretation of the Law, by the             
Pharisees, is not excusable upon the grounds that "everyone's interpretation is equally valid." The              
meaning of God's Sabbath stipulations is very clear on its own merit. Yet God has not only given                  
unambiguous commands regarding the Sabbath, he has provided an historical narrative that            
clears up any confusion about the nature of the Sabbath stipulations (as well as those concerning                
the Showbread). Hence, our Lord says: "Have you never read...?" The Pharisees' claim to              
spiritual superiority is here shown to be a baseless absurdity, for while they thought of               
themselves as experts of God’s Law they were ignorant of its meaning. They thought themselves               
experts in the Scriptures, but this one narrative concerning David, this one narrative which would               
have corrected their false theology, is entirely absent from their theologizing. 

Scripture is not open to the whimsical interpretations of men, even religious men of              
good reputation. Scripture, rather, authoritatively interprets itself. Yet in our sinful rebellion, we             
may find ourselves to be sloppy and lazy listeners to the Holy Spirit speaking through the                
Scriptures. In our sinful rebellion, we may find ourselves not wanting to be still, be quiet, and                 
listen to God's teaching rather than the murmuring irrationalities of our own sinful minds. Had               
the Pharisees read the Scriptures carefully, i.e. reverently seeking to understand what God has              
revealed to his people, they would not have gone on to err in this way. And the same is true for                     
us. It is wrong for us to treat Scripture as though it is a piece of clay which we can mold into                      
anything we like. It is blasphemous for us to attribute to God what we have erroneously                
concocted in our minds because of our hasty and irreverent treatment of the Word of God.  
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Scripture interprets Scripture. Scripture gives us commentary upon itself. This does not            
mean that we cannot seek help from others who are given to study in the Word - primarily                  
pastors, teachers, deacons, elders and so forth. For if these persons are performing their duties               
according to Scripture, they are listening to the Scriptures, comparing Scripture with Scripture,             
and seeking to distance themselves, their own ideas, from their teaching as much as they can -                 
and the end result is the same: We are comparing Scripture with Scripture, prayerfully seeking               
understanding from our Lord. 
 
3. Exposing error and proclaiming truth are inseparable elements of the ministry of the Word. 

Our Lord’s rebuke of the Pharisees was not separate from his proclamation of the truth.               
Rather, it was itself the proclamation of the truth. Christ corrects his enemies with the Truth, not                 
with an emotional appeal, not with superficial empathy, not with an indefinable spiritual feeling.              
The proclamation of error, here done by the Pharisees, is to be met with the proclamation of the                  
truth. The truth rebukes its opponents and comforts its adherents. And this is what we see in our                  
text today. 

Man fears man, rather than God, and this often leads him to become derelict in his duty                 
to expose error. This is not to say that if we fear God we will, as it were, go out looking for a                       
fight. Rather, it is to say that if we fear God we will proclaim the truth. Proclaiming the truth will                    
expose the error in silent enemies of Christ who stew in their own unbelief. It will also expose                  
the error of the verbally defiant men who seek to immerse God’s people in false teachings. And                 
we can, sadly, find ourselves in both of these positions. We can find ourselves nursing a false                 
teaching, hoping it to be true, so that we can continue in a particular course of action we know is                    
sinful. We can also find ourselves seeking to immerse others in our privately, autonomously              
brewed theological concoctions. And we, like the unregenerate enemies of God and the             
Pharisees of which we read today, must be met with the proclamation of the truth. 

This is part and parcel of the ministry of the Word. To avoid proclaiming the truth, in                 
general or in opposition to false teachers and erring brethren, is to give free reign to errors that                  
have, as we’ve noted already, very practical consequences. 
 
4. Comfort Comes Through the Word of God 

We have spoken to this matter earlier, but it is helpful to return to this truth. God                 
comforts his people through his written Word. In today’s text, we see the tangible effects of false                 
doctrine and false teaching on the people of God. The Pharisees’ false doctrine regarding the               
Sabbath added guilt to the physical pain the disciples were experiencing. Now we must remember               
that the disciples weren’t scholars of the Law. Some were fishermen; Matthew was a              
tax-collector; Simon the zealot was a political zealot. Considering this, we see that opposition              
from the Pharisees, men who boasted of their training in the Law and their superior               
understanding of the Word of God, was not identical to the boasts and taunts of non-academic                
opponents of our Lord Jesus. In our own day, we might say that the Pharisees were to the                  
disciples what so-called higher textual critics of the Bible are to us who are not scholars. 

The playing field, as it were, is not level. The disciples’ hope, however, is found in the                 
teaching of our Lord. He provides the disciples with the Scriptural refutation of the Pharisees of                
which they, very likely, were unaware. The comfort the disciples received was physical, but also               
spiritual. And it is the Word of God which provided them with the comfort they needed. 

It is important for us to note this well. If we are ever wounded by the false teaching of a                    
wolf in sheep’s clothing, where will we turn? The remaining sin in our hearts will seek to pull us                   
toward idols which provide us with the false comfort that comes from not refuting, not               
correcting, not rebuking us. Yet God is with us. He is our defender. He is our king. And he                   
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dwells with us by his Holy Spirit and his Word. He defends us with his Word. He rules over us                    
and crushes his enemies with his Word. What need do we have, then, to run and brew our own                   
doctrines that give us a carnal false comfort? Christians, we are not pragmatists - we do not                 
adhere to non-biblical doctrines because they provide us with false comforts. We cling to Jesus               
who through his Word, his pure doctrine, gives us lasting healing and comfort. 

Sadly, I know of a professing sister-in-Christ whose, because of the pain she felt over the                
death of her son (a cancer patient, I believe), and because of her experience with uncaring and                 
unloving professing Christians, recently announced her support of euthanasia. Rather than           
finding comfort in the Word of God, which promises her that her son, also a believer, is now in                   
the presence of the Lord Jesus and freed from all suffering, pain and sin, and rather than finding                  
comfort in the Word of God which declares that all hypocrites (i.e. false professors) will find                
their place in the lake of fire or be converted in God’s time - she has declared that God spoke to                     
her and told her to support euthanasia. She has accepted an unbiblical doctrine as the word of                 
God because she finds it provides her with comfort. She has added to the Word of God in this                   
matter, and she will have to face the consequences of so doing. 

I don’t mention her situation to elevate myself or you as better than her. Not at all. I                  
simply mention this in order to demonstrate the point: We, all of us, can fall prey to this. We, all                    
of us, can seek the comfort of our own speculative minds and false doctrines, rather than finding                 
comfort in the Word of God. When facing an opponent of the Gospel that is smarter and better                  
read than us, do we turn to philosophy, our own or that of the academic philosophers? When                 
faced with the difficulties of dealing with children who have died, do we seek comfort in our                 
ideas, speculations, and false doctrines? We are all prone to this, for we are all sinners. 
 
True comfort, lasting comfort, comfort truly from God comes to us through His Word and his                
Word alone. Let us wait patiently for our Lord’s teaching, from his Word, to make sense of our                  
woes, to explain his love for his, to remind us of his promises. 
 
God is with us, and comforts us, through his Word. 
 
5. Jesus Christ is Lord of the Sabbath 

Part of the comfort we receive through the written Word of God consists in knowing               
that Christ is our Sabbath and the Lord of the Sabbath. Christ brings rest to sinners wearied by                  
their sins, wearied by their sinful efforts to please God by obeying the law of God, wearied by                  
false hopes of salvation given to them by demons masquerading as alternative gods and their               
apostles in false religions and philosophies. In him, we are freed from the condemning power of                
the law. In him the law’s punitive demands are fully met. In him, we are accepted before God,                  
redeemed, and made members of his body. And as his people, we are freed to rest on one day in                    
seven, the first day, today, and receive his Word as it is preached from the pulpit. And as his                   
people we are freed to rest on this day and present our words of worship, repentance, and                 
petition before God. Our Lord God was not absent on the Sabbath day when these disciples                
were hungering and looking for sustenance from the very grains he created for them. Not at all.                 
He was present, protecting them, proclaiming the truth of his Word against the lies of his                
enemies, clearing away false guilt imposed upon them from without, all the while clearly              
exposing the sins of those who tried to appear guiltless. 

On the seventh day Sabbath, our Lord rested in the tomb. On first day Sabbath, the day                 
of Pentecost he poured his Spirit upon all flesh, young and old, rich and poor, Jew and Gentile                  
who were called unto salvation. Thus, today we worship him who is our Passover Lamb and the                 
Firstfruits of the Resurrection and the Age to Come. Today we acknowledge our Triune God               
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not only as Creator, but as Redeemer and Sustainer as well. May we rest in the love of God for                    
us, demonstrated by the love of the Son of God for us, and continually shed abroad in our hearts                   
by the Holy Spirit who loves us, intercedes for us, and draws us closer to our God through the                   
preaching of the Word and the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper. 
 
All Glory to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
Amen. 


