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6 One Sabbath, as Jesus was going through the wheat fields, his disciples were picking 
the heads of wheat, rubbing them in their hands, and eating them. 2 Some Pharisees 
said, “Why are you breaking the Sabbath law?” 
3 Jesus replied, “Haven’t you read what David and his companions did when they were 
hungry? 4 He broke the Law by going into God’s house and eating the bread of the 
presence, which only the priests can eat. He also gave some of the bread to his 
companions.” 5 Then he said to them, “The Human One[a] is Lord of the Sabbath.” 
6 On another Sabbath, Jesus entered a synagogue to teach. A man was there whose right 
hand was withered. 7 The legal experts and the Pharisees were watching him closely to 
see if he would heal on the Sabbath. They were looking for a reason to bring charges 
against him. 8 Jesus knew their thoughts, so he said to the man with the withered 
hand, “Get up and stand in front of everyone.” He got up and stood there. 9 Jesus said to 
the legal experts and Pharisees, “Here’s a question for you: Is it legal on the Sabbath to 
do good or to do evil, to save life or to destroy it?” 10 Looking around at them all, he said 
to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” So he did and his hand was made healthy. 11 They 
were furious and began talking with each other about what to do to Jesus. 
12 During that time, Jesus went out to the mountain to pray, and he prayed to God all 
night long. 13 At daybreak, he called together his disciples. He chose twelve of them 
whom he called apostles: 14 Simon, whom he named Peter; his brother Andrew; James; 
John; Philip; Bartholomew; 15 Matthew; Thomas; James the son of Alphaeus; Simon, 
who was called a zealot; 16 Judas the son of James; and Judas Iscariot, who became a 
traitor.  -Common English Bible 

People of good faith can and do differ on quite important matters— all the time— 

even while agreeing on core principles.  This has been powerfully on display throughout 

the past year as all have agreed that getting the pandemic under control and saving lives 

is of the utmost importance, and most have agreed that keeping distance is a necessary 

means to that end… but how much distance? One mask, two masks, no masks?  Even 

outside?  How big can a bubble be?  Are the risks involved in virtual learning greater 

than the risks of in-person learning during a pandemic?  Are grocery stores safe? Or 

should you have your groceries delivered?  Should you quarantine groceries in your 

garage for multiple days?  Is it ever o.k. to travel?  By car?  By train?  By plane?  How 

about haircuts?  DIY only or visit a salon? Gather for worship using new safety 

protocols?  Or stay entirely on-line? People of good faith, people wanting to promote 

health and safety, have answered these questions variably— from one another certainly, 

and even from earlier versions of themselves.  We’ve all made shifts in our practices over 

the past 11 months.  Sometimes fights have broken out in grocery stores as people have 
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accused fellow shoppers of not maintaining adequate distance.  Numerous fights have 

broken out on-line; sometimes great anger has been expressed at state capitals.  People 

of good faith can and do differ on even the most important matters.   

The beginning of our Gospel reading offers a glimpse of intense disagreement 

between people of good faith in the first century.  All Jews agreed that Sabbath keeping 

is essential— it is one of the big 10 after all.  But all that the Hebrew Bible commands is 

that one abstain from working on the Sabbath, and  from requiring the work of others 

on the Sabbath.  That leaves a lot open to interpretation.  What counts as work?  Lots of 

additional teachings developed over the centuries to try to help people honor this 

commandment— clarifications of what does and does not count as work.  I heard a 

scholar describe this as building a fence around the Torah.  You have a law in the Torah 

and you want to make sure that you don’t violate that, and it’s often not entirely clear 

what that is.  So you create a set of laws at some distance from the thing itself so that if 

you break one of those laws you haven’t broken the Torah law itself, you’ve just stepped 

over the fence.  So there’s debate about how far from the key law the fence should be 

built to keep people safe.  In response, another scholar said it’s like the lines by a 

subway.  It is safest and best to stand behind the lines, but technically you can step over 

and probably be safe, but if you get too close to the edge you might lose your balance 

and fall in or someone could push you in… So part of what is happening here is that 

Jesus and the Pharisees are arguing about where the fence should go, how strict the 

observance needs to be.  People of good faith differing.  

I learned this week that there was a Jewish teaching in the 1st century that the 

Sabbath was made for Jews, not Jews for the Sabbath.  This teaching suggests that the 

Sabbath is a gift to God’s people, meant to bring them life and wholeness, not a heavy 

weight to bear.  In some ways, Jesus’ insistence that the hungry have a right to feed 

themselves— even on the Sabbath— and that bringing greater health and wholeness is 

also a wholly appropriate Sabbath activity- echoes this teaching.  But at the same time… 

something more is going on.  Jesus is asserting his authority as an interpreter of God’s 

laws.  When Jesus says “The human one is Lord of the Sabbath.”  He is both expressing 

that human beings generally have decisions to make about how to faithfully keep the 

  Please note: actual sermon content may vary from this manuscript at time of delivery.  



Conflict and Mercy, Luke 6:1-16                   January 31, 2021                                   page  of 3 5
Prepared by Pastor Sarah Sanderson-Doughty for St. Andrew’s Presbyterian, Portland, OR

Sabbath, and also that he is the anticipated one sent to clarify God’s will for 

humankind.   

It is the claiming of authority that was likely most irksome to the Pharisees and 

Legal Experts.  They had invested their lives in understanding and teaching God’s laws, 

and now an upstart teacher was challenging them at every turn.  It truly seems that in 

the synagogue Jesus intentionally provokes them.  The man with a withered hand did 

not ask to be healed.  Likely did not desire to be put on display.  He was there to learn, to 

worship… and he became an object lesson.  I’d like us to note that this isn’t a great 

strategy— using people as props in our arguments?  I don’t recommend it. The Legal 

Experts and Pharisees are watching Jesus, hoping he will heal on the Sabbath so they 

can catch him in the midst of a clear Sabbath violation to be able to bring charges 

against him with the religious powers that were. Jesus could have just ignored them, 

done his teaching for the day, and tracked down that man at a later time and healed him 

if healing was desired.  But no… he knew what the Legal Experts and Pharisees were 

looking for, and decided to make this his teaching for the day. With the man with a 

withered hand standing before them, he asks the legal experts and Pharisees a question, 

“Is it legal on the Sabbath to do good or to do evil, to save life or to destroy it?” Now 

everyone knows that saving a life is always legal.  Doing good too… legal.  No debate 

here. And then Jesus tells the man to stretch out his hand and miraculously he can do 

so… it is healed.  But Jesus never touches him.  Doesn’t do anything but speak to him.  

So there’s no charges that can be brought against him, and he has once again shown up 

the experts in the room, leaving them furious and talking together about what to do to 

Jesus.   

If you read through all of chapters 5 and 6 you will see that Jesus’ conflict with the 

legal experts and Pharisees is steadily growing and intensifying.  Sometimes, as in the 

story we were just considering, Jesus seems to provoke the conflict.  He certainly doesn’t 

shy away from it.  But almost always Jesus’ teachings in the midst of conflict begin with 

questions.  Read these chapters and see what I mean.  Or just consider the first two 

parts of our reading today.  His first word to those who challenge him is a question.  One 

of my favorite bumper sticker slogans is “Jesus is the question to all your answers.”  He 
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certainly was a question to many of the answers of religious authorities in 1st century 

Palestine.  And he is just as much a question to us today.   

Though Jesus always seems to have the upper hand in the conflicts, though he 

seems cool, calm, and collected… ready to meet any challenge… I want us to note that, at 

least as Luke tells it, he leaves these intense moments of conflict and stays up all night 

praying.  I don’t know about you, but when I am navigating intense conflict it often leads 

to sleepless nights— nights best spent in prayerful reflection.  He seeks to stay aligned 

with God even as he wades through the very human realm of disagreement and conflict.  

And after a night of prayer he decides he needs to select 12 of the many disciples now 

following him to be his apostles.  Maybe you’re unclear about the difference between a 

disciple and an apostle.  A disciple is a follower, an Apostle is one who is sent out to 

extend the ministry of the teacher.  There were 12 apostles, many more disciples.  Jesus 

knows that the conflict is intensifying and that it will continue to do so… perhaps he’s 

even aware that it will lead to a bloody end for him. He needs a supportive community 

gathered around him as he continues to walk this road.  But more than that He needs a 

group of people equipped to keep His ministry alive when His life on earth comes to an 

end.  So He names 12 apostles, among them the three to whom we were introduced last 

week— Simon, James, and John.  It is because of the gift of the Spirit to these apostles 

after the resurrection and ascension of Christ that the church was born and Christ’s 

ministry spread all across the globe.  We are now among the millions of heirs of that 

ministry. 

How do we carry out Christ’s ministry faithfully in the midst of so many good faith, 

and some perhaps not so good faith, disagreements?  As one scholar put it this week— 

when we can’t agree on what should be done, mercy must be the answer. “Acts of mercy 

should always supersede religious law.”  “There are times when setting aside what seems 

to be proper in order to do what seems to be just is not just important, but urgently 

important”… and Jesus seems to have an expanded definition of what is urgently 

important— anywhere there are constraints on life and wellness, this is a matter of 

urgent concern.  This was where Jesus put the weight of his ministry.  And we are 

invited to do the same.  And, friends, we don’t have to do it alone.  Jesus called forth a 
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whole community to carry on his work… first there were 12, now there are millions.  Let 

us lead the way, together, on being a people of mercy— having mercy on those with 

whom we disagree and on everyone and anyone less than fully alive.  Let us show mercy 

to one another, to our neighbors, to our enemies, and to the planet on which we live.  In 

the midst of disagreement, may mercy prevail. 

  

This sermon is heavily indebted to the following source for inspiration and quotes: 
Amy Robertson and Robert Williamson Jr. “Episode 222: Sabbath Controversies (Luke 

6:1-16)” on Bible Worm podcast. https://www.biblewormpodcast.com/e/
episode-222-the-limits-of-mercy-luke-61-16/
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