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Flashing Lights in the Rearview Mirror 
Matthew 12:1-21    

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

When you see a police car in back of you, how do you react?  I’m not asking 

how you react when you see those lights flashing, but just when you see the 
police car…no lights…just the car…how do you react? 

I get sweaty.  I slow down, no matter how slow or fast I’m already going.  I 

try to think of every law I might be transgressing.  I am extremely nervous.  
And if I can figure out a way to turn on to another road, even if it takes me 

out of my way, I do it. 

Why do I react like that?  Because I’m just never sure when I might be 

breaking the law.  And the presence of a policeman behind me says, loud 
and clear, if you break even a law you’re not aware of, you are going to get 

caught!  I figure I’m doomed – because surely I’ll do something wrong while 
I’m being watched. 
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Jesus spent much of 
His time ministering in 

and around the city of 
Capernaum.  He lived 

there.  This was His 
home on earth.  This 

was where His family 
lived.    

 
It was on the edge of 

the Sea of Galilee. 

  
The synagogue was 

the center of the 
community—and was 

the place where most 
of the conversations in 

Chapter 12 take place. 
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That’s the way the people of Israel felt when they saw a priest or a Pharisee 

coming.  They didn’t run to the God of the Pharisees – they ran away from 
Him! 

Matthew 12:1-8   1 At that time Jesus went through the grainfields on the 
Sabbath. And His disciples were hungry, and began to pluck heads of grain 

and to eat. 2 And when the Pharisees saw it, they said to Him, “Look, Your 
disciples are doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath!” 
3 But He said to them, “Have you not read what David did when he was 
hungry, he and those who were with him: 4 how he entered the house of 

God and ate the showbread which was not lawful for him to eat, nor for 
those who were with him, but only for the priests? 5 Or have you not read in 

the law that on the Sabbath the priests in the temple profane the Sabbath, 
and are blameless? 6 Yet I say to you that in this place there is One greater 

than the temple. 7 But if you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy 
and not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the guiltless. 8 For the 

Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.”  

 What is the “Sabbath”?  Exodus 31:12-17 

It will be worth it for us to look for a few minutes at the above passage in 

Exodus, where the Lord gives clear instructions and explanations about the 
Sabbath: 

“And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, ‘Speak also to the children of Israel, 
saying, ’Surely My Sabbaths you shall keep, for it is a sign between Me and 

you throughout your generations, that you may know that I am the LORD 
who sanctifies you.  You shall keep the Sabbath, therefore, for it is holy to 

you.  Everyone who profanes it shall surely be put to death, for whoever 
does any work on it, that person shall be cut off from among his people.  

Work shall be done for six days, but the seventh is the Sabbath of rest, holy 
to the LORD.  Whoever does any work on the Sabbath day, he shall surely 

be put to death.  Therefore the children of Israel shall keep the Sabbath, to 
observe the Sabbath throughout their generations as a perpetual covenant.  

It is a sign between Me and the children of Israel forever; for in six days the 

LORD made the heavens and the earth, and on the seventh day He rested 
and was refreshed.”  Exodus 31:12-17 
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God worked for six days creating the earth (or to put it another way, Jesus 

worked for six days creating the earth…for He is the member of the Trinity 
Who created our world – look at Colossians 1:16 if you aren’t sure about 

this). 

And on the seventh day He saw the complete perfectness of His creation, 
and Jesus rested.  He sat back and enjoyed what He had done. 

Then God told the children of Israel to commemorate that seventh day of 
rest by refraining from work themselves every Sabbath (seventh day of the 

week).  Obedience to this Sabbath-keeping (no work on that day) was a sign 
between the people and their LORD that they agreed His creation was 

completely perfect as He created it.  They worshipped the LORD God 
(Father, Son and Holy Spirit) by doing what He did on the seventh day – 

resting.   

But they were not only commemorating a perfect creation and worshipping 

the God Who accomplished it.  They were also, by their rest on the Sabbath, 
looking forward in faith to a day when they had to work no longer, because 

the Promised One (Jesus, Savior of the world) would someday come and put 
His whole world back to the way He always intended it to be. 

In other words, The Sabbath was also a time to look forward to the salvation 

the Messiah was bringing with Him.  That salvation was going to be the 
ultimate “Sabbath rest”.   

And God was quite serious about this, too – the penalty for ignoring the 
Sabbath rest was death.  It makes sense – the penalty for ignoring Jesus’ 

salvation is death, too. 

 Why was it wrong for the disciples to eat the heads of grain from the 
fields on the Sabbath?  Deut. 23:24&25 

The religious rulers of Israel had decided that in order to make sure 
everyone “kept” the Sabbath (did no work on the Sabbath), they would 

make a detailed list of everything that would be considered “work”.  That 
way they could enforce the Sabbath rest, and everyone would be duly 

impressed with its importance. 
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When Jesus and His disciples walked through the standing rows of corn on 

this particular Sabbath day, they were not stealing the ears of corn, because 
the Old Testament law (remember: it was Jesus Who had initially decided 

what should be law) said it was OK to do a little munching on your neighbors 
crops in his fields,  (Deut. 23:24&25), as you walked through them.   

But, on the Sabbath, munching through the cornfields was “working”.  They 

were transgressing the code of laws the Pharisees had devised to determine 

what was “work” on the Sabbath.  Apparently plucking ears of corn as you 
walked through was the same as harvesting, in the rule book of the 

Pharisees. 

The Pharisees saw Jesus’ disciples disobey their rules, and, presto! The 
flashing lights went on.  The siren sounded.  You are doing that which is not 

lawful to do on the Sabbath!!!!! 

How did Jesus handle these self-righteous religious men who scared the 

people and drove them away from God instead of to Him? 

 Jesus gives two illustrations from the Old Testament to teach the 
Pharisees that they are wrong: 

1. David, before he was King, was running away from King Saul, who was 
trying to kill him.  David and his men came to the temple of the Lord, 

hungry and tired and afraid.  They asked the priest to give them some 
of the “showbread” to eat, since there was no other food.  Even 

though the showbread was supposed to be only eaten by the priests, 
an exception was made for David and his men to eat it at this time, 

because they were doing the work of God, and it was either eat bread 
or die.  I Samuel 21:1-6  also  Leviticus 24:5-9 

2. Even though it was forbidden to work on the Sabbath, priests in the 
temple were an exception to the rule.  On the Sabbath they must 

work, making sacrifices before the Lord.  Numbers 28:9&10 

What was Jesus’ point? There were exceptions to the laws of the temple and 

the Sabbath – because their purpose was to point people to God, not turn 
them away.  The Sabbath laws were given so that people could long for their 

Savior’s return.  The temple laws were so  
that people could understand their Savior (He was the bread of the world). 
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If something greater than the law was present…in other words…if the Person 

the Law was pointing to was standing in front of them….then they should 
worship the Person, and stop clinging to the laws, hoping those laws would 

save them.  The laws never could save anyone.  They had always pointed to 
the Person.   

 
Let’s look at a great passage in Hebrews to understand this a little better:  

Hebrews 10:1-18  
 

“For the law, having a shadow of the good things to come…” 
 

In other words, the law cast a shadow of Jesus, the One Who could 

solve the sin problem.  The law wasn’t the solution itself, but only 
pointed to the solution. 
 

“And not the very image of the things, can never with these same 
sacrifices, which they offer continually year by year, make those 

who approach perfect.” 
 

In other words, the multitude of sacrifices God told the Israelites to 

make – the ones the law told them to make in the temple, day after 
day, month after month, year after year – were never able to wipe 

away anyone’s sins.  Those sacrifices were never able to actually 
make anyone right in God’s eyes.  They were simply a tool God 

used to help His people see that a perfect sacrifice was coming – 
one which would wipe away sins forever.  That perfect sacrifice was 

going to be Jesus, the Messiah. 
 

“For then would they not have ceased to be offered?  For the 
worshipers, once purified, would have had no more consciousness 

of sins.” 
 

If the law could have made people perfect, the sacrifices could have 
stopped. 
 

“But in those sacrifices there is a reminder of sins every year.” 

 
The sacrifices simply reminded people of their sins.  The law just 

proved to people that they were sinners and needed a Savior.  Even 
the Old Testament prophets knew this to be true – look at what 
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Micah said in Micah 6:6&7:  “With what shall I come before the 

LORD, and bow myself before the High God?  Shall I come before 
Him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old?  Will the LORD be 

pleased with thousands of rams, then thousand rivers of oil?  Shall I 
give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the 

sin of my soul?”  No sacrifice was ever enough. 
 

“For it is not possible that the blood of bulls and goats could take 
away sins.  Therefore, when He (Jesus) came into the  

world, He said: (Jesus had quoted this from Psalm 40:6-8)  ‘Sacrifice and 
offering You did not desire, But a body You have prepared for Me.  

In burnt offerings and sacrifices for sin You had no pleasure.  Then I 
said, ‘Behold, I have come – in the volume of the book it is written 

of me – to do Your will, O God.’” 
 

Jesus Himself quoted this Old Testament passage when He was in 
the world – He knew that He was the sacrifice – his own body was 

the only sacrifice that would truly take away the sins of the world. 
 

“Previously saying, ‘Sacrifice and offering, burnt offerings and 
offerings for sin You did not desire, nor had pleasure in them’ 

(which are offered according to the law), then He said ‘Behold, I 
have come to do your will, O God.”  He takes away the first that He 

may establish the second.”  
 

So Jesus, by quoting this Old Testament passage, verifies that the 
time of the law and the time of offering sacrifices which look 

forward to a perfect sacrifice – was over.  And the time of the 

perfect sacrifice had come. 
 

“By that will we have been sanctified through the offering of the 
body of Jesus Christ once for all.  And every priest stands  

ministering daily and offering repeatedly the same sacrifices, which 
can never take away sins.” 

 
At the time the book of Hebrews was written, in the first century, 

after the death of Jesus, there were still priests offering sacrifices in 
the temple (which had not yet been destroyed).  There was still an 

intact Judaism functioning as it always had, the majority of Jewish 
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people not believing or not knowing that Jesus had made the true 

and lasting sacrifice for sins when He died on the cross. 
 

“But this Man, after He had offered one sacrifice for sins forever, 
sat down at the right hand of God” 

 
The priests in the temple never sat.  Their job, under the law, was 

never done.   
 

“From that time waiting till His enemies are made His footstool.  For 
by one offering He has perfected forever those who are being 

sanctified.  But the Holy Spirit also witnesses to us; for after He had 
said before:  ‘This is the covenant that I will make with them after 

those days, says the LORD:  I will put My laws into their hearts, and 
in the minds I will write them,’ then He adds, ‘Their sins and their 

lawless deeds I will remember no more.’ “ 
 

You see – what these priests and Pharisees needed was to have all 
God’s wonderful truths actually written on their hearts and in their 

minds by the very one they were trying to destroy.  Jesus Himself 

was the One they needed – He was greater than the Sabbath 
they were enforcing, and the temple laws they clung to. 

 

 What does “I desire mercy and not sacrifice” mean? 

It means the law was meant to drive people to God.  As all of us realize our 
sinfulness, we begin to achingly know we need a Savior.  And when we begin 

to long for a Savior, our hearts are open to hear about Jesus.  And when our 
hearts are open to hear, the LORD sends some one of us faltering, 

stammering people of His to tell them about Jesus.  And when they hear 
about Jesus they can decide:  Do I want to bow my knee to this Savior and 

accept His salvation rest?  Do I know God will have mercy on me no matter 
what I have done?  Do I realize God wants to show me mercy more than He 

wants to see me suffer for my sins? 

 What does “the son of man is Lord even of the Sabbath” mean? 

It means He is what the Sabbath was all about.  It means the priests and 

Pharisees were completely missing the point.  They should have been 
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standing open-mouthed at the wonder that the One they had been teaching 

about had come!   

But what were they doing?  They were getting angrier and angrier that Jesus 
was wrecking their religion.  He was dismantling the power they so loved.  

He was taking away their livelihood.  He was saying that they, too, needed 
Him and must bow before Him in order to receive His Sabbath rest.   

They were frantic to stop Him!!!!! 

 
Mattthew 12:9-14  Now when He had departed from there, He went into 
their synagogue. 10 And behold, there was a man who had a withered hand. 

And they asked Him, saying, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”—that 
they might accuse Him.  
11 Then He said to them, “What man is there among you who has one sheep, 
and if it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will not lay hold of it and lift it out? 12 

Of how much more value then is a man than a sheep? Therefore it is lawful 
to do good on the Sabbath.” 13 Then He said to the man, “Stretch out your 

hand.” And he stretched it out, and it was restored as whole as the other. 14 
Then the Pharisees went out and plotted against Him, how they might 

destroy Him.  

 
 What were the Pharisees trying to do to Jesus? 

 

They were trying to trip Him up – cause Him to do “work” on the Sabbath 
day, so they could accuse Him of being a sinner, therefore certainly not a 

Savior. 
 

 

 What story does Jesus tell in order to teach the Pharisees how wrong 
they were? 

 
He tells a story of what had to be a very common incident in Israel.  If a 

man had a sheep, and that sheep would fall into a pit on the Sabbath day, of 
course he would lift it out.  He wouldn’t leave it there to die, or to be stolen 

by another, would he?  He would compassionately save that sheep from pain 
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or fear or discomfort.  Sure, it was work to pull the sheep out of the pit, but 

there was a greater rule at work – compassion. 
 

So why would it be acceptable to show compassion to a suffering sheep, and 
not show compassion to a man with a disfigurement and a hindrance to 

earning a living?   
 

So…stretch out your withered hand.  Look!  The hand is whole, like the 
other!  The man is healed.  The people are amazed.  And again, they are 

wondering…this is the Messiah of Israel, isn’t it?  This is Him!  This must be 
Him!  No one has ever done these things in Israel.  No one. 

 

And the priests and Pharisees begin to plot to destroy Him.  The tone of 
Jesus’ ministry changes at this point.  He begins more and more to pull His 

disciples to His side and teach them the things of the Kingdom- but when He 
is with the people He speaks more and more in parables. 

 
Israel, the nation as a whole, and its leaders, have begun to reject Him.  He 

will spend His time now preparing His disciples for the harvest of Gentiles 
which will follow. 

 
 

Matthew 12:15-21   But when Jesus knew it, He withdrew from there. And 
great multitudes followed Him, and He healed them all. 16 Yet He warned 

them not to make Him known, 17 that it might be fulfilled which was spoken 
by Isaiah the prophet, saying:  

       18 “ Behold! My Servant whom I have chosen, 

      My Beloved in whom My soul is well pleased! 
      I will put My Spirit upon Him, 

      And He will declare justice to the Gentiles. 
       19 He will not quarrel nor cry out, 

      Nor will anyone hear His voice in the streets. 
  20 A bruised reed He will not break, 

 And smoking flax He will not quench, 
      Till He sends forth justice to victory; 

       21 And in His name Gentiles will trust.” 

 

 

 Why did Jesus withdraw from that place instead of fighting back 
against the hypocrisy of the Pharisees? 
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The Pharisees and priests were going to keep on being hypocritical.  They 
were going to keep on leading people away from the LORD and not to Him.  

Why didn’t Jesus stop them?  Why didn’t He say loud and clear what they 
were and how wrong they were?  Shouldn’t He have been protecting the 

people who were being ruined by their lies?   
 

He does fight back.  He fights back with the very thing which will ultimately 
bring lies and cruelty crashing to the ground.  He fights back by giving 

Himself, peacefully, powerfully, purposely.  He tells the people not to make 
Him known because His way is not going to be the way of the street 

demonstrators.  He is not going to lead an uprising. 

 
It had been prophesied many years ago by Isaiah that the Messiah would 

not be out yelling and demonstrating in the street – trying to change the 
world with a louder voice or a stronger whip.  The Messiah was going to 

change the evil in the world with love.  And with allowing judgment to fall on 
Him – taking the punishment for all this hypocrisy on Himself – paying the 

price the religious leaders and all of us deserved to pay ourselves…and thus 
bringing salvation rest…Sabbath rest…once and for all.   

When I think of Jesus, when I pray to Jesus, when I know that He is right 
here in the room with me, in fact, that He lives within me……I don’t get 

sweaty.  I don’t worry that I might be breaking the law.  I’m not afraid that 
I’ll do something wrong while I’m being watched. 

I’m not afraid of Jesus – because I know deep within my heart that He has 

already seen all of my sin – every sin I ever did do, and every sin I ever will 
do – and He has forgiven it.   

“Mercy triumphs over judgment” James 2:13b 

 

 

Questions for Your Personal Use or Group Discussion: 

Matthew 12:1-8    

 What is the “Sabbath”?  Exodus 31:15 
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 Why was it wrong for the disciples to eat the heads of grain from the 
fields on the Sabbath? 

 What two illustrations does Jesus give from the Old Testament to 
teach the Pharisees that they are wrong: 

a.   

b.   

 What is the point Jesus is making from these two illustrations? 
 Who is it who was greater than the temple? 

 What does “I desire mercy and not sacrifice” mean? 
 What does “the son of man is Lord even of the Sabbath” mean? 

 What do you think the Pharisees are feeling at this time? 

    
Mattthew 12:9-14    

 
 What were the Pharisees trying to do to Jesus? 

 Why would it be wrong to heal on the Sabbath day? 
 What story does Jesus tell in order to teach the Pharisees how wrong they 

were? 

 Jesus taught that it was OK to do good on the Sabbath.  Why did this make 
the Pharisees so mad? 

 
Matthew 12:15-21    

 

 Why did Jesus withdraw from that place instead of fighting back against the 

hypocrisy of the Pharisees? 
 The Pharisees wanted to stop Jesus – but what actually happened as a result 

of their trying to trap Him? 

 Why did He tell people not to make Him known?  (verses 18-21 answer this) 
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