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Sermons 
Priorities in our life

Mark 2.23-3.6

Rev Dr Jos M. Strengholt

I remember overhearing a discussion between two Christians, a few years ago, and 
they were talking about the problems of living a Christian life.  How to do that? It is 
not easy.  

One of them had a very clear and simple rule in life.  His criterion for any choice, and 
decision in life was: “Is it good for my family”.  

Does this sound like a good idea?  “Do what is good for your family”.

What is your yardstick? What is the ultimate criterion that makes you decide how to 
act in life?

The Pharisees, in the Gospel reading, had a very concrete yardstick and they used it 
to condemn Jesus.  They had a certain view of the Jewish law, and the sabbath laws in 
particular.

1.  Laws of God: to make our life better

God’s laws were given to Moses to make the life of God’s people better.  One of the 
greatest laws was the law of the sabbath.  Every week the Jews were obliged to relax 
and to focus on God.  That is good!  Great for 
family-life as well! 

‘Relax’, God tells his people! ‘Enjoy! Work on 
your family life.’

Jesus was enjoying the sabbath.  The sun shone, 
the field looked great, so they had a fantastic 
day.  And while they walked, the disciples 
plucked some corn to eat it.  

On any ordinary day the disciples were doing 
what was freely permitted; the laws of Moses 
said explicitly, 

If you enter your neighbour’s grain field, you 
may pick kernels with your hands, but you must not put a sickle to their standing grain.  
(Deuteronomy 23.25)

You cannot harvest the grain of someone else - that is theft.  But to take a handful 
and eat, that is ok.  
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But the disciples did this on the sabbath.  Wrong wrong wrong.  The Pharisees had 
created loads of do’s and don’ts to clarify what was to be considered “work” on the 
sabbath.  

Reaping, winnowing, threshing and preparing a meal were considered work, you 
should not do this on the sabbath.  And the disciples had, in the mind of the 
Pharisees, broken all these four rules;  so they were to be classified as law-breakers.  
To the Jewish rabbis this was a matter of deadly sin, of life and death.

The sabbath laws of the Pharisees were also quite 
detailed about healing, or rather, against healing 
someone on the sabbath.  Doctors should not work.  

Medical attention could only be given to someone 
if his life was in danger.  A woman in childbirth 
might be helped on the sabbath.  If a wall fell on 
someone, enough of the rubble could be cleared 
away to see whether the victim was dead or alive; if 
he was alive he might be helped, if he was dead the 
body had to be left until after the sabbath.

A broken arm could wait and cold water was not 
to be poured on a sprained hand or foot, because 
those problems were not life-threatening.  “Wait 
till the sun goes down.”

When Jesus was accused of breaking the sabbath 
laws of God, he mocked the pharisees by asking 
them - in public - some questions that they just 
could not answer.  How embarrassing for them.

By doing this, Jesus took the whole debate away from the question of whether this 
or that is allowed and or not allowed.  He rejected that whole paradigm of rules and 
regulations as the proper criterion for life.

When he is about to heal a man with a withered hand, he asked the experts in 
the Mosaic law, “Is it lawful to do good or to do evil on the sabbath?” He put the 
Pharisees in a dilemma.  They were almost forced to admit that it was lawful to do 
good on the sabbath.

And, Jesus asked, “Is it lawful to save a life or to kill it?” He was going to heal a man; 
while at that very time, the Pharisees, what were they doing? 

They were thinking of methods for how to kill Jesus.

No wonder these teachers of the law had nothing to say! They had lost their moral 
compass because of how they used the laws of God.  
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2.  Character of God behind those laws

We do not understand the laws of God if we do not, behind those laws, see the 
generosity of God.   He wants to make your life and the life of people around you 
better.  That is why he gave us laws to live by.

And all the laws are, in one way or another, an expression of the character of God.  
Just as our family is an expression of the character of God.

God is marked by love, and justice, and kindness.  So if we use the laws of God for 
acts that do not express love, justice, kindness for other people, than we misuse the 
laws of God.

And if we hide behind our family, and our obligations toward our own family, for not 
expressing love, justice, kindness for other people, then we also misuse the gift of God 
- of family.

Yes, God wants us to take care of our families.  But He is the always giving, ever more 
generous God, and He wants to involve us in so much more than in only taking care 
of our family.  

We are confronted all the time 
with friends and neighbours, 
colleagues, homeless people, 
refugees, other people in need.   

Of course in our Christian 
families we have to spend time 
together and we have to take 
very good care of all family 
members - but often, we have 
to juggle with time, with 
money, with how we use our 
energy - because other people 
need us.  Not only our own 
family.  Not even only our own church.  

If we forget the love and the forgiveness and the service and the mercy that are at the 
heart of God - at his heart for all people, for the world, and if we replace them by the 
performance of rules and regulations, or by focussing on our own tiny happy family 
only, then we really miss the clue of who God is.

Our faith is about a wonderful, loving, merciful, righteous God.  And ultimately, his 
character is our yardstick for behaviour.  As followers of Jesus Christ, we look at him 
for knowing how to act.  

Of course Jesus enjoys it when his followers pluck some corn on the sabbath to eat a 
bit.  “You are hungry? Enjoy some food!”



4

Sermons 
And healing someone on the sabbath, is that not the best thing to do on that day?  
God is good, all the time, and healing a man on sabbath is totally in line with the 
character of God.  God does not stop being the Healer on any particular day.

Jesus knew this.  He did not accept the refined rules for what is work and what is no 
work, that the Pharisees had created.  He fully ignored that and acted against it.  

He knew that the man he was to heal was not in mortal danger, and Jesus could have 
waited a few hours, until the sun went down, to not upset the Pharisees.  “Come back 
when the sun is down, friend, and I promise I will heal you!” 

Had he done this, he might have saved 
his life, he might have helped his happy 
group of followers and family members 
to move through life with a smile.  

But Jesus could not say this.  Because 
He had come from His Father who is 
always generous, always giving, always 
full of desire to give to you what you 
need.  And always ready for others as 
well.

Jesus could not act in any other way.  
By healing a man and by saying that 
He was the Lord of the sabbath, Jesus 
affirmed his divine authority.  He was 
so linked with God, that He could only act as God would act.

What a promise for us! Whatever your need, our generous God is always willing to 
act.  He is always present in your life; He is always at work in your life; He wants to 
make all things better.  That is who He is.  

The Pharisees could not cope with such a view of God.  Instead of rejoicing over a 
man who was able to use his hand again, instead of praising God for his generosity, 
they left the synagogue and they immediately made plans to kill Jesus.

3.  The right choice: to generously help people

Imagine.  For the Pharisees to heal someone on the sabbath was a sin, but to conspire 
to kill the Lord of the sabbath was okay.  

How in the world can people with the Holy Scriptures in their hands drift so far 
away from the Lord.  And they did not even see their own inconsistency.

The laws of God only get their real meaning if we use them in a relationship with 
God - if we enjoy his presence, his love, his generosity.   
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And in this relationship with God, he calls us, sometimes even at the expense of our 
relaxation, at the expense of our quiet lives, to reach out to others by being his loving 
arms.  To serve others.  To spend time for the sake of others.  

How deep the Pharisees had sunk is made clear by their next step.  They conspired to 
kill Jesus, together with the Herodians.  The Herodians out of all people.  They were 
the arch-enemies of the Pharisees, as they were the collaborators with the Roman 
occupying army, and considered unclean.  

But for the sake of getting rid of Jesus, the voice of generous love, the Pharisees were 
prepared to cooperate with their worst enemies.  They were prepared to enter into 
what was for them an unholy alliance.  In their hearts there was a hatred which would 
stop at nothing.  And they believed that by doing this, they were doing God a favour.

If we use a simple yardstick like, no work on the sabbath, or: only what is good for my 
family, or any similar rule we can think of, we miss the point.  We miss God.  

God himself, the character of God, the behaviour of God, that is the ultimate 
yardstick for making the large and small decisions in our life.  And Jesus, as the Son 
of God himself, has exemplified this character of God.

Feeding people, healing people, that is work of God.  And we do this on Tuesday, 
Monday, Friday, yes, also on the sabbath.  All days.  

For Jesus, true religion was love for God and love for men.  And not just a little love.  
And not just only for our close family, or for our church members.  God’s love is for 
the world, and it is always generous, overwhelming, self-giving love.  

Conclusion

In our families, we serve God best, and we give the best example to our children and 
spouses, and parents, if we follow God and Jesus Christ in their amazing love and care 
for others.  Even when that, at times hurts us.  

This is what others, even our family members, our children have to see.  That is how 
people see in us the character of God.  We do not live for ourselves.  We live for 
serving God, and for serving people as God serves them.  

That is why with love, we feed people.  We heal people.  We help people.  All days of 
the week.  

+ Amen  


