
Standards of living  
 

     One sabbath [Jesus] was going through the grainfields; and as they made their way his disciples 

began to pluck heads of grain. The Pharisees said 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 and his 

companions were hungry and in need of food? He entered the house of God, when Abiathar was high 

priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and he 

gave some to his companions.” Then he said to them, “The sabbath was made for humankind, and not 

humankind for the sabbath; so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath.”  

     Again he entered the synagogue, and a man was there who had a withered hand. They watched 

him to see whether he would cure him on the sabbath, so that they might accuse him. And he said to 

the man who had the withered hand, “Come forward.” Then he said to them, “Is it lawful to do good or 

to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to kill?” But they were silent. He looked around at them with 

anger; he was grieved at their hardness of heart and said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” He 

stretched it out, and his hand was restored. The Pharisees went out and immediately conspired with the 

Herodians against him, how to destroy him. 

          Mark 2: 23—3:6  

 

To be precise, it’s the fourth commandment that is in dispute here.  In the version of 

the Ten Commandments found in the Book of Exodus it says, very clearly, “Remember the 

sabbath day, and keep it holy.  Six days you shall labor and do all your work.  But the seventh 

day is a sabbath to the LORD your God; you shall not do any work—you, your son or your 

daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. For in 

six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the 

seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it.”  (Exodus 20: 8-11)  

According to this version, the observance of Sabbath has its origins in Genesis, where 

after completing the work of creation in six days, and after proclaiming it all very good, God 

took the day off.  (Genesis 2: 1-3)  But we need to understand that God’s day off was not to 

recover from exhaustion; the seventh day was not created to fill a deficit.  The sabbbath is a 

sign of over-abundance, a surfeit of time.  Six days was all that was needed to complete the 

work of creation, all that was needed for a world of wholeness and shalom.  The seventh day 

was created in order to enjoy the beauty and abundance of the world, to walk in the garden at 
sunset.  So both work and leisure are built into the way of the world as God intends it. 

In the Book of Deuteronomy, the fourth commandment is the same, but the reason for 

observing it is slightly different.  In that version, Moses tells the people, “Remember that you 

were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out from there with a 

mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the LORD your God commanded you to keep 

the sabbath day.”  (Deuteronomy 5: 15) 

As the connection to the Exodus story suggests, the fourth commandment in 

Deuteronomy is not only about rest from work, it is also about release from captivity, whether 

it is the captivity of slaves of Pharaoh in Egypt, or the captivity of work and time in 21st-century 

America. 

Keeping Sabbath, then, is about more than just taking a day off once in a while to 

recover from exhaustion.  It is about a change of perspective, a transformation of our vision of 

the world.  And it may be that one of the good things to come out of our year of pandemic 

disruption is a slight shift toward this perspective.  New York Times columnist David Brooks 



recently anticipated the joys of returning to social life—sitting with others at a baseball game, a 

concert, a crowded restaurant.  But along with this release from captivity, he suggests that for 

many the interruption of routines has provided time to reassess some priorities and make 

some changes in their lifestyle.  He writes, “Many are gripped by the conviction that . . . they do 

not want to go back to their old lifestyles. No more frenetic overscheduling and pointless 

travel. No more shallow social whirl. This is the moment to step back, be intentional and ask: 

What’s really important, and how should I focus on what matters? It’s a matter of ranking your 

loves and then making sure your schedule matches your rankings.”  (New York Times, May 27, 2021) 

Key to this lifestyle adjustment may be our understanding of keeping Sabbath. 

When we were slaves in Egypt, our lives were defined almost entirely by the demands of brick 

production, not just in terms of our daily work schedule, but also in terms of our worth.  

Human life was expendable.  By linking Sabbath to release from dehumanizing labor practices, 

we are reminded that liberation is not just about individual freedoms, it is also about a change 

in standards of living.  The fourth commandment is about more than just what is prohibited on 

the Sabbath; it also reminds us that there is more to human life than productivity and economic 

gain, individually and collectively, socially.   

In this confrontation story from Mark’s gospel, the Pharisees come across as the bad 

guys, the heartless legalists who care less about the humanity of the man with the withered 

hand or the hungry disciples, and more about preserving their power and authority.  And there 

may be truth in that.  But if we give them the benefit of the doubt, we might say that by raising 

these questions they are really just doing their duty as community leaders, teaching us about 

the need to honor the Sabbath, with all its meanings.  In fact, Jesus would agree with the 

Pharisees on the importance of keeping this and all the commandments.  And I suspect that all 

of them would be appalled at our own casual attitude toward Sabbath-keeping, and the trivial 

things we substitute for honoring God on the Lord’s Day.   

  But that’s another sermon for another day. The question here is not whether to keep 

the Sabbath or not.  The question Jesus addresses is how to honor the Sabbath, how to follow 

any of the commandments. 

He begins by citing a precedent that goes back to King David, and which seems to 

provide an exception to the law.  But it would be a mistake to think that Jesus is merely looking 

for the loopholes to justify his own actions or those of his disciples.  There are no double 

standards here. 

And it would be even more unwise to think that in his statement about the Sabbath 

being made for humans rather than humans for the Sabbath that Jesus is softening the demands 

of faithful living.  In Matthew’s gospel he says, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law 

and the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill.”  And to his followers he adds, 

“unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and the Pharisees, you will never enter 

the kingdom of heaven.”   (Matthew 5: 17, 20) 

So he’s not talking about making an exception to the law, even in order to do a good 

deed or charitable act.  He is showing everyone in this story—Pharisees, disciples, curious on-

lookers, and those of us who read this story—he is showing us all how healing this man’s 

affliction is not an exception; it is a necessary way to honor and keep Sabbath, to fulfill the 

purpose of Sabbath, the purpose of the law, and the purpose of the synagogue gathering. 

The Pharisees are fretting over what is allowed and what is prohibited on the Sabbath.   



Jesus came not to lower those standards, but to raise them even higher. The gospel calls us to 

an even higher standard, a standard expressed in Martin Luther’s paradox of the freedom of a 

Christian.  He writes that “a Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.”  But he 

immediately follows this with “a Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.”  

(“Freedom of a Christian,” in Martin Luther:  Selections from his writings, ed. John Dillenberger, p. 53)  We give 

ourselves selflessly to others not reluctantly and out of guilt because the law demands it, but 

because we freely and gladly choose to follow the way of Christ, a higher standard of living.  It 

is what Howard Thurman calls practicing the religion of Jesus rather than a religion that is 

merely about Jesus. 

So once we get past the petty legalism of the Pharisees, or our own guilt trips, we may 

begin to see that Jesus holds all of us accountable—not just to the letter of the Sabbath law, but 

to an even more difficult standard. He calls us to see beyond the minimum requirements of 

what is prohibited and what is allowed, and leads us to the real purpose behind all of the 

commandments.   

As Jill Duffield suggests, for Jesus, the confrontation is less about what we do wrong on 

the Sabbath, and more about what we neglect to do—not only on the Sabbath, but during the 

rest of the week:   

“We choose not to use our influence on behalf of those without a voice. We choose 

not to speak truth to power. We choose instead to protect our property values over 

advocating for low income housing. We choose estrangement over engagement with people 

with whom we disagree. We seek retribution rather than reconciliation. We advocate for 

those within our tribe, forgetting that following Jesus redefines our tribe. We neglect those 

with withered hands if tending to them diminishes our upper hand. We lord it over others, 

certain we've earned whatever we've got, instead of proclaiming Jesus is Lord and the earth and 

all that is in it belong to him.”   (“Looking into the Lectionary, Presbyterian Outlook, May 29, 2018) 

Finally, just to make things clear both to his adversaries as well as to his followers, Jesus 

follows that pronouncement on the freedom of Sabbath observances by stating that the Son of 

Man is the lord of the Sabbath.  So, how we choose to honor the Sabbath is not about our own 

convenience; it’s not even our own choosing.  It is about the higher standard of living that Jesus 

himself demonstrates.   And what Jesus shows us over and over again, is that the standard of 

living he calls us to is not just our own—it is the standard of living of our neighbors, whether 
they are next door or across the nation, or in another country altogether.  

When the poor have enough to eat, and adequate housing and health care; when 

children are safe from gun violence; when the way you are treated by the police doesn’t depend 

on the color of your skin; when people are paid enough for their work that they can not only 

provide for their family but even afford a day off to keep a Sabbath, then we will have honored 

not only the fourth commandment, but all the law and the prophets.  And then we can all rest. 

May we have the grace to live up to the higher standard that the gospel of Jesus Christ 

calls us to.  
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