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23 Once on a Sabbath day, Jesus was passing through the grain fields, and his 
disciples began to pick heads of grain as they walked along. 24 The Pharisees said 
to him, “Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath day?” 
25 He replied to them, “Have you never read what David did when he was in 
need and hungry (he and his companions)? 26 He entered the house of God in 
the time of Abiathar the high priest and ate the Bread of the Presence, which is 
not lawful for anyone to eat, except for the priests. He also gave some to his 
companions.” 

27 Then Jesus said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the 
Sabbath. 28 So the Son of Man is the Lord even of the Sabbath.” 

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed, 

You may have heard of an author named AJ Jacobs. A number of years ago, he 

wanted to become the smartest man alive, so he read through the entire 

Encyclopedia, and then he wrote a book about it. The book is called “The Know-It-

All.” Then he wanted to become the most religious man alive, so he read through 

the entire Bible, wrote down all its laws, and spent one year doing his best to live 

by every one of them. He offered the animal sacrifices, followed the dietary 

restrictions, and even once tried to stone a person who was guilty of adultery 

(which didn’t turn out too well for him). He wrote a book about that too. It’s 

called “The Year of Living Biblically.” Then he wanted to become the healthiest 

man alive. So he surrounded himself with health experts, spent a year evaluating 

all the health and fitness information out there, and spent two years putting it 

into practice. The book is called “Drop Dead Healthy.” As you might expect, he 

came to the conclusion that, if you want to be healthy, you should do certain 

things. He says you should eat leafy green vegetables and lift weights and win an 

Academy Award (people who win an Academy Award live, on average, three years 

longer than those who don’t). He also said you shouldn’t read in the bathroom, 

because it makes you sit on the toilet longer, which makes you more likely to 

develop hemorrhoids.  

AJ Jacobs has dedicated his life to answering the question, “How do you know?” 

Or, “What do I need to do” in order to consider myself certain things. What do 

you need to do in order to consider yourself healthy? What do you need to do in 

order to consider yourself smart? What do you need to do in order to consider 



yourself religious? Or, to ask it in a way that’s a little more applicable for us today: 

How do you know you’re really a Christian? Think for a moment about how you 

would answer that question.  

Do you know why AJ Jacobs wrote his book about health? It’s because, three 

years earlier, he ended up in the hospital with major heart problems and nearly 

died, and he didn’t see it coming. He suddenly realized he wasn’t healthy at all, so 

he wanted to find out what he could do and what he needed to improve to make 

sure it never happened again. And that’s often when someone might question the 

quality of their Christianity.  

There are times we find ourselves in situations where we realize that we’re not 

entirely spiritually healthy. We lose our patience, even though we didn’t want 

that to happen. We snap at our kids. We fall into certain temptations - again. We 

make excuses. We hold onto grudges even though we know we’re supposed to 

forgive. Christians are supposed to be “joyful always,” but sometimes when you 

smile and say you’re “fine,” you’re faking it. And at the same time, you can find all 

sorts of people who aren’t; who are doing the godly things you want to and aren’t 

making excuses. And the reason they’re doing them is because they’re …  

Well, someone who’s truly healthy exercises. Someone who’s truly smart has a lot 

of knowledge. And someone who’s truly a Christian … pays careful attention to 

what Jesus says this morning. In today’s sermon text, there is an evaluation. 

People are being evaluated; people who want to know what Jesus thinks of them. 

And his answer to them puts to rest any doubts about what Jesus thinks of you 

and your life and your faith when he looks in your direction.  

23 Once on a Sabbath day, Jesus was passing through the grain fields, and his 
disciples began to pick heads of grain as they walked along. 24 The Pharisees said 
to him, “Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath day?” 
25 He replied to them, “Have you never read what David did when he was in 
need and hungry (he and his companions)? 26 He entered the house of God in 
the time of Abiathar the high priest and ate the Bread of the Presence, which is 
not lawful for anyone to eat, except for the priests. He also gave some to his 
companions.” 
27 Then Jesus said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the 
Sabbath. 28 So the Son of Man is the Lord even of the Sabbath.” 



You may know that the word “Sabbath” is a Hebrew word that literally means 

“rest.” And it was a day on which God had commanded the Israelites to do just 

that – to rest. They weren’t allowed to do any work. Just like God worked six days 

to create the universe and then rested on the seventh, so he commanded his 

people to work six days and rest on the Sabbath. But the Pharisees noticed that 

someone was not resting on this particular Sabbath day. “Look,” they said to 

Jesus, “Your disciples are doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath!” ‘Look! 

They’re breaking the rule.’ ‘Look! They’re picking heads of grain while they’re 

walking!’ ‘Look! They’re not resting.’ But by directing Jesus’ attention the 

disciples, I don’t think they really wanted him to look at them.  

A pastor friend of mine was visiting one of his church’s elementary school 

classrooms, and the students were told to ask him questions about the Bible or 

about being a pastor. And there was one student who raised his hand and asked 

him if he had any pets. And then, just as he was opening his mouth to answer the 

question, the boy went on to say, “Cuz I have a dog. And he’s about two years old. 

And he’s a lot of fun. And we used to have a fish. But he died. In fact, we’ve had a 

lot of fish die. And I like fish, and …” My friend never actually got to answer the 

question. The boy wasn’t really interested in learning anything about him. He 

raised his hand because he wanted his pastor to notice something about him. I 

think the Pharisees were doing the same thing. ‘Jesus, look at what they’re doing 

... and look at what we are not.’ They were really trying to get Jesus to look at, 

and be impressed by, how well they were doing the ‘right’ thing. They were trying 

to use God’s law to make themselves look good, which means they were using 

God’s law for the wrong reason.  

“The Sabbath was made for man,” Jesus told them. Literally, he said, “The 

Sabbath was made for the benefit of man.” God gives us his laws to benefit us, to 

bless us; not so we could use it to validate or prove anything about us. Earlier, 

when you thought about how you would answer the question of how you know 

you’re really a Christian, if you thought, “Because I go to church, I read the Bible, I 

pray, I give an offering, because I do such a good job believing in him, because I 

follow the rules or do any number of Christian-looking things,” that’s using God’s 

law to vindicate you, to prove something about you. But that’s not why God gave 

us his law. In our second lesson, when it said, “Do not let anyone judge you in 

regard to food or drink, or in regard to a festival or a New Moon or a Sabbath 



day,” that means we can’t judge ourselves by them either. The Pharisees were. At 

least they were trying to.  

The disciples weren’t actually breaking God’s law. Even in the Old Testament, you 

could still eat on the Sabbath. And God specifically said in Deuteronomy 23 that 

you were even allowed to pick heads of grain in your neighbor’s field and eat 

them while you’re walking through it. But to show the Pharisees just how clearly 

they didn’t understand the purpose of the Sabbath law, Jesus pointed to an 

example in the Old Testament of when David and his men did break a law, and 

God was ok with it.  

Every Sabbath day, 12 loaves of bread were baked and put on a gold table in the 

temple as a sign of the covenant between God and his people. After the Sabbath 

was done, the bread was taken off the table and given to the priests to eat. The 

law stated that only priests could eat this bread. And it was only priests who ever 

did until David and his men strolled into the temple one day very hungry from a 

long and emotionally-exhausting journey. The priest gave David and his men the 

bread, even though the law clearly said he shouldn’t. Did the priest do something 

wrong? According to Jesus, he didn’t. And here’s why.  

Some years back, I remember reading about a dog that had gone missing in the 

city of Winkongo, which is in country of Ghana. This was apparently very 

surprising to the owner because the dog was very loyal, very responsible, and had 

never run off on its own before. It had been trained to stay on the property. That 

was the rule. And it knew the rule. By night, though, the dog had been missing for 

several hours. So the owner gathered a search team to go looking for him. They 

were out most of the night when they finally found him sitting underneath a 

bridge. But when they called to him, he wouldn’t move. And as they got closer, 

they discovered why. The dog was snuggled up against a newborn baby whose 

umbilical cord hadn’t been cut. It was torn and infected, and the baby was 

severely dehydrated. But even though it had been a cold night, the baby was 

warm and alive because the dog had snuggled up against it.  

If you’re the owner of that dog, do you get angry at your dog for not following the 

rule? Of course not. You’re glad it didn’t, because not following the rule saved the 

infant. That’s why, even though the high priest broke the rule, he didn’t violate 

the law. David and his men were hungry. They were famished. Maybe they could 



have died. So to help them rest and recover, the priest gave them the only bread 

he could find, and they ate it. And God had no problem with it.  

God didn’t give us his laws so that we could prove how good we are at following 

the rules, or so that we could say, “Look, God! I’m a really good Christian.” He 

gave us his laws knowing how often we would need to say the opposite. Just think 

about the last time your sinfulness was exposed like that little baby in the cold; 

the last time you were caught in a sin, the last time you remembered you can’t 

hide anything from your Father in heaven, the last time you were alone in the 

dark with a heavy and guilty heart, wondering if God could really love someone 

like you because you know exactly the kinds of things you’ve thought and craved 

leading up to that moment.  

At those times, there is one thing more important than asking yourself how you 

know you’re a Christian. It’s asking, “How does God know?” and then watching his 

only perfectly obedient Son go onto a cross where he was abandoned, 

dehydrated, had his skin torn open, and was infected with the sins of the world so 

that your heart could be warmed with the truth that, when God answers the 

question of whether or not you’re a Christian, he doesn’t look at what you do or 

do not do. He only looks at what Jesus did. And he always comes to the same 

conclusion – that you’re so thoroughly forgiven of everything that all he sees 

when he looks at you is perfection; that you don’t need to wonder anymore if 

you’re a Christian. In Christ Jesus, you just are. There’s nothing you need to do to 

make God love you more. There’s nothing you can do that would make God love 

you less. He’s not sitting in heaven evaluating you. He’s loving you. He truly does 

just want your tired heart today to be at rest.  

And he wants the same for those around us. So think about how we use the law in 

our relationships. If the primary impression we give our children, our spouses, our 

friends, neighbors, or parents is that we’re constantly evaluating them; that our 

love for them depends on how well they follow the rules or meet our 

expectations, we’re not relieving the pressure on their tired hearts, we’re 

increasing it, because we’re teaching them to pay more attention to what they do 

and less attention to what Jesus did for them. We’re teaching them to be afraid of 

something God intended only to bless his children.  



There is a reason God gave us his laws. There’s a reason he commands us to never 

give up meeting together in worship, as some are in the habit of doing. There’s a 

reason he commands us to plant ourselves in his Word as regularly as a tree 

planted by the stream drinks in the water. There’s a reason he commands us to 

pray without ceasing; to be compassionate and generous and forgiving. Not only 

do all these things help keep our eyes fixed on the God who is all these things for 

us, but it’s also because God knows that our lives, our relationships, our families, 

and our work are always better off in God’s hands. Following his laws is how we 

show that we know it too. Let his love and his laws lead the way when it comes to 

how you live. Do that, and God promises, you will benefit, you will be blessed, and 

you won’t be disappointed. Amen. 


