
 

“It Is Lawful to Do Good on the Sabbath” 
(Matthew 12:9-14) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Last week we saw that the Pharisees accused the disciples of breaking the Sabbath because they 
were picking grain and eating it on that day.  But were they really breaking it, or did the Pharisees only think 
they were?  It’s interesting that Jesus actually agrees with them, that they were breaking the Sabbath, but yet He 
says they were innocent of doing anything wrong.  But how could they break God’s Law and still be innocent?  
Jesus first of all pointed out that there were times when the Law could be broken, if something more important 
was at stake.  He gave us two examples.  The first was that of David and his men who ate the sacred bread, 
which was lawful only for the priests to eat.  They ate it, breaking the law, but they were not guilty.  The second 
example was that of the priests themselves, who, Jesus clearly tells us, broke the fourth commandment every 
Sabbath Day, but yet they were innocent.  Now Jesus tells us that the disciples were also working on the Sabbath 
by picking grain to eat, and yet they too were innocent.  But how can this be?  Jesus actually gave us three 
reasons.  The first was that something greater than the Temple had arrived.  If the priests had to break the 
Sabbath so that the worship of God’s people could take place in the Temple, how much more could it be broken 
when that which the Temple was pointing to was present?  Jesus is the fulfillment of the Temple.  He had come 
to do His work.  How important was it then that those who were with Him had their needs met on the Sabbath?  
The second reason Jesus gave is that He is the Lord of the Sabbath.  All power and authority has been given to 
Him, in heaven and in earth, so that He might overrule all things for the good of His church.  Since this is true, 
He could easily have set aside the Sabbath commandment in order to allow His disciples to get the food they 
needed.  But Jesus didn’t need to do this, because the third reason He gave is that God desires compassion over 
sacrifice.  God sometimes allows His Law to be broken when mercy demands it.  David and his men were 
hungry.  They needed food to continue their journey.  But Ahimelech the priest had nothing to give him except 
the holy bread.  And so the Lord allowed him to give it to David and his men.  The priests needed to break the 
Sabbath, so that their precious work before the Lord on behalf of His people could take place.  And so the Lord 
graciously allowed them to break it.  In the case of the disciples, they were away from home, they were in need, 
they were hungry, and there was no other lawful way for them to meet that need, so the Lord graciously allowed 
them to pick some grain from a nearby field to sustain them.  When something needed to be done on the 
Sabbath, if it was a matter of mercy, the Lord allowed them to break His Law without becoming guilty because 
of it.   
  In our passage this morning, the Lord tells us something a little different.  He just told us how the law 
might be broken on the Sabbath, without those breaking it becoming guilty.  Here He tells us what other things 
we may do on the Sabbath, without breaking the Law at all.  What He tells us is that  
 
  We are free to do all the good we want on the Sabbath.   
 
I.  Our passage shows us the second argument which took place between Jesus and the Pharisees over 

what could be done on the Sabbath.   
A.  This argument centered around a question the Pharisees asked Jesus about whether or not it was lawful to 

heal on the Sabbath.  Matthew writes, “And departing from there, He went into their synagogue.  And 
behold, there was a man with a withered hand.  And they questioned Him, saying, ‘Is it lawful to heal on 
the Sabbath?’ -- in order that they might accuse Him.”   
1.  Notice first of all where this argument took place:  It took place in the synagogue.   

a.  Now why was Jesus in this synagogue?  Clearly, He was there not only to teach them, but also to 
worship God.  After all, He came to fulfill all righteousness for His people, and one of the things 
which God requires is that His people worship Him.  So Jesus did.  And so also must we.   

b.  But does it matter if those who are gathered for worship are unconverted?  Were there any 
believing Jews in that synagogue?  There may have been, though many most likely were not.  But 
this wasn’t what was most important to Jesus.  The important thing was that He do what His 
Father willed, even if others in that place did not.  At least the form of worship was right.  They 
were worshiping God in the right way, even if they were strangers to the power of true religion in 
their hearts.   

c.  If we must ever worship in a church where the people for the most part are unbelievers, as long as 
our hearts are right before the Lord, and we are worshiping Him as He calls us to, then He will 



 

accept our worship.   
 

2.  But now notice secondly that there was a man there who had a withered hand, and the Jews, knowing 
that Jesus could heal him, wanted to find out if He would on the Sabbath.   
a.  And so they began by asking Jesus whether or not it was lawful to heal him.   
b.  Now did they do this because they wanted to see this poor crippled man get well?  Did they ask 

Jesus because they weren’t sure whether God would allow this or not?  No.   
c.  They asked Him this because they knew that Jesus, in His great compassion, would show mercy to 

him.  They wanted Jesus to heal him, not because they cared about this man, but that they might 
accuse Him.  They believed it was a sin to heal on the Sabbath.  On another occasion, when Jesus 
healed a woman who had been bent over for eighteen years, the synagogue official became angry 
and said to the people who were there, “There are six days in which work should be done; 
therefore come during them and get healed, and not on the Sabbath day” (Luke 13:14).  They 
didn’t really want to help this man, they only wanted a reason to condemn Jesus.   

d.  And why did they want to condemn Him?  The light which Jesus had been shining in the darkness 
now for some months was getting to them, and so they were looking for a way to shut it off.   

 
B.  Jesus did not answer their question, but asked them a question in return, not only to show them that they 

were hypocrites, but also to show us that it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.   
1.  Jesus said to them, “What man shall there be among you, who shall have one sheep, and if it falls into 

a pit on the Sabbath, will he not take hold of it, and lift it out?”   
a.  What would happen if a sheep fell into a pit?  It would probably die.  And so what would a Jew do 

if his sheep fell into a pit?  He would lift it out, even if it was on the Sabbath.  How could he do 
otherwise?   

b.  Solomon wrote in Proverbs 12:10, “A righteous man regards the life of his beast.”  Shouldn’t a 
man care about his animals on the Sabbath too?  Of course!  The Pharisees didn’t want to be 
thought of as unrighteous.  They also didn’t want to lose any of their property.   

 
2.  But if they would do this for a sheep, why wouldn’t they do the same for a man?  Isn’t a man much 

more important?  Yes.  Jesus says, “Of how much more value then is a man than a sheep!” (v. 12).   
a.  Oops!  They were caught.  A man is much more valuable than a sheep, even though there are those 

today who would tell us otherwise.   
b.  If the Pharisees were willing to lift an animal out of a pit on the Sabbath so that its life might be 

preserved, how much more should they be willing to do good to a man when it is in their power to 
do it, even if it’s on the Sabbath?   

c.  To withhold good is the same as doing evil.  If we have it in our hand to help someone in need, and 
we close our hand towards them, we are actually sinning against them.  The sixth commandment 
not only tells us not to take away life, it also tells us to do what we can to preserve it.   

 
3.  Jesus concludes, “So then, it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath” (v. 12).   

a.  Far from being a sin, it is our duty to do good on the Sabbath.   
b.  And so Jesus said to the man, “‘Stretch out your hand!’  And he stretched it out, and it was restored 

to normal, like the other.   
c.  It is interesting to note that very little is ever said about the emotions Jesus experienced as a man.  

But in a parallel passage in Mark, we get a glimpse into His heart right here.  Mark writes, “And 
after looking around at them with anger, grieved at their hardness of heart, He *said to the man, 
‘Stretch out your hand.’  And he stretched it out, and his hand was restored” (3:5).  Now why was 
Jesus angry?  Why was He grieved?  It was because of the hardness of their hearts.  God takes no 
pleasure in wickedness.  He doesn’t delight in sin.  A cold and hard heart is an abomination to 
Him.  He delights in compassion and mercy.  He delights in forgiveness and love.  This is the kind 
of heart which is acceptable to God.  Jesus was angry, He was grieved, because these who claimed 
to be God’s people did not have hearts of flesh, but hearts of stone.   

d.  But I would draw your attention to one more detail here.  Jesus healed this man knowing that they 
would only condemn Him for it.  In other words, He didn’t let their hardness of heart stop Him 
from doing what was right, from doing what the Father sent Him to do.  This teaches us that we 
also must do what is right, even if by doing so, we will suffer for it.   



 

 
II.  Did Jesus suffer for doing what is right?  Yes, He did.  He didn’t suffer so much then, but He did sow 

the seeds of His suffering, which was coming later.   
A.  Did the Pharisees thank Jesus for His instruction?  Did they thank Him for correcting their 

misunderstanding of the Sabbath?   
B.  No.  They despised Him for it.  Notice what Matthew writes, “But the Pharisees went out, and counseled 

together against Him, as to how they might destroy Him” (v. 14).  Their minds weren’t changed.  As far 
as they were concerned breaking the Sabbath was a capital offense, and Jesus had broken the Sabbath.  
Therefore, they wanted to kill Him.   
1.  When the Gospel was first preached by John, it was so popular that many even of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees came out to be baptized by him (3:7).   
2.  When Jesus first began to proclaim God’s truth, He was also met with an enthusiastic response.  

Multitudes followed Him and listened to His every word.   
3.  But little by little the light became too bright and too uncomfortable for them.  It began to reach into 

the inner recesses of their hearts and to expose their sin and hypocrisy.  It made them feel guilty.  
Something had to be done.  But what?  Should they admit that Jesus was right and they were wrong?  
Should they repent, turn to God, and believe in His Christ so that they might be forgiven of their sins?  
They should have, but they didn’t.  Instead of acknowledging their sins and yielding to the light of 
God’s truth, they hardened themselves against it even more, to the point where they wanted to kill 
Jesus.  They weren’t able to do it just yet.  Jesus was able to withdraw from them.  But their time was 
coming.  Eventually, they would try to put out that light.   

 
III.  Now what may we learn from this?  We have already seen several things, but in closing I would like to 

draw your attention to two.   
A.  The first and most obvious thing we may learn is that it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.   

1.  We saw last week that works of necessity may be done, even to the point of breaking the fourth 
commandment, if mercy requires it.   

2.  But there are also many other things we may do.  We are free to do all the good that we want.   
a.  If the Lord brings someone to us who has a need, we may meet that need, whether that need is for 

food, clothing, or shelter.   
b.  If someone gets hurt on the Lord’s Day, we may help fix them up, bandage up their wounds, give 

them pain relief, or whatever else we are able to do.   
c.  If someone’s car breaks down, or they get a flat tire and are stranded, we can help them fix it, or 

give them a ride to wherever they need to go.   
d.  Children, just as Jesus said it was alright to lift a sheep out of a pit, you are also able to help your 

dog or cat or other pets, if something happens to them.  We are constantly reminding our children 
that the righteous man cares for the life of his animals.  God has given them to us to take care of, 
and so we need to try our best to be faithful.   

e.  One of the most important things we need to realize is that if it is alright to help someone 
materially on the Lord’s Day, it is even more so to help them spiritually.  I was once asked if it 
was proper to evangelize on the Lord’s Day.  Of course I said, “Yes, it is the best day of all to 
evangelize.”  Now many of us don’t have the time to do this because of the needs of our families.  
But if we do have the time and the strength, this should certainly encourage us to reach out to our 
family members, our friends, our neighbors and even strangers with the Gospel on the Lord’s Day.  
If we can minister medicine to a person to heal their physical wounds, how much more the 
spiritual medicine which is able to heal the deadly wound to their souls?   

 
B.  The second thing we need to learn from this is that we must beware of a hard heart.   

1.  The reason the Pharisees rejected God’s truth and His Son and were ultimately lost forever was 
because their hearts were hard.  The good seed of God’s Word could not penetrate them.   
a.  This hardness didn’t show up all at once, but gradually.  At first, they seemed to be deeply affected 

by the ministry of John the Baptist.  They listened intently to his preaching.  They even seemed to 
repent and were baptized by him.   

b.  But as the light became brighter and brighter, it became more and more apparent that they really 
didn’t love the light after all.  They hated it.   

c.  This was revealed by their false accusations against Jesus, and their attempts to do whatever they 



 

could to get rid of Him.  In the end, they hated Him so much that they wanted to crucify Him.   
 

2.  We must beware that our hearts do not become hardened by God’s Word.   
a.  Now we need to understand that everyone can experience this hardness of heart, both believers and 

unbelievers.  Certainly, there is no mystery as to how the unbeliever can, since his heart is only 
hard, even though it appears at first to be open and receptive to God’s truth.   

b.  But even the Christian can experience this.  Sometimes the hardening comes from God to 
discipline us for our sins, or to show us how much we need to cling to God for strength against 
sin.  Isaiah writes, “Why, O LORD, dost Thou cause us to stray from Thy ways, and harden our 
heart from fearing Thee?  Return for the sake of Thy servants, the tribes of Thy heritage” (Isa. 
63:17).  Sometimes we experience hardness because we neglect to use the means of grace which 
soften our hearts.  Sometimes the attacks of the enemy can harden us.   

c.  The difference between what the believer and the unbeliever experiences is that the believer’s heart 
may be hardened at first, but through the work of God’s Spirit, he is finally brought to repentance 
and eventually to love that light which he at first hated.  The unbeliever’s heart, on the other hand, 
never grows softer, but only continues to get harder and harder until he is eventually departs from 
the truth.   

d.  We need to search our hearts to make sure that we are not responding to God’s truth as the 
Pharisees did.  Sin is very blinding, and it can easily deceive us.  If the Lord has shown any of you 
this morning that this is what is happening to your heart, you must turn to Christ in faith and ask 
Him to soften your heart, to open your eyes, to give you a love for His light and to help you to 
walk in it.  Whether you are a Christian or not, the answer is still the same.  You must turn to 
Christ.  It is only God’s grace that can open our eyes and keep them open to the truth of God.  This 
is His truth, His blessed Word.  It is a fountain of life to those who see its beauty.  It is a light to 
illumine our path through this world of sin.  May God by His grace give to each of us a great love 
for it, that we might store it up in our minds and hearts, that we may always walk in His paths of 
blessing.  Amen.   


