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Matthew 12:1-21 

Steven R. Cook 

 

At that time Jesus went through the grainfields on the Sabbath, and His disciples 

became hungry and began to pick the heads of grain and eat. 2 But when the 

Pharisees saw this, they said to Him, “Look, Your disciples do what is not lawful 

to do on a Sabbath.” 3 But He said to them, “Have you not read what David did 

when he became hungry, he and his companions, 4 how he entered the house of 

God, and they ate the consecrated bread, which was not lawful for him to eat nor 

for those with him, but for the priests alone? 5 “Or have you not read in the Law, 

that on the Sabbath the priests in the temple break the Sabbath and are innocent?  
6 “But I say to you that something greater than the temple is here.  7 “But if you 

had known what this means, ‘I desire compassion, and not a sacrifice,’ you 

would not have condemned the innocent. 8 “For the Son of Man is Lord of the 

Sabbath.” 9 Departing from there, He went into their synagogue. 10 And a man 

was there whose hand was withered. And they questioned Jesus, asking, “Is it 

lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”—so that they might accuse Him. 11 And He said 

to them, “What man is there among you who has a sheep, and if it falls into a pit 

on the Sabbath, will he not take hold of it and lift it out? 12 “How much more 

valuable then is a man than a sheep! So then, it is lawful to do good on the 

Sabbath.” 13 Then He said to the man, “Stretch out your hand!” He stretched it 

out, and it was restored to normal, like the other. 14 But the Pharisees went out 

and conspired against Him, as to how they might destroy Him. 15 But Jesus, 

aware of this, withdrew from there. Many followed Him, and He healed them 

all, 16 and warned them not to tell who He was. 17 This was to fulfill what was 

spoken through Isaiah the prophet: 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 shall proclaim justice to the gentiles. 19 “He will not quarrel, nor will He 

cry out; nor will anyone hear His voice in the streets. 20 “A battered reed He will 

not break off, and a smoldering wick He will not put out, until He leads justice 

to victory. 21 “And in His name the gentiles will hope.” (Matt 12:1-21 NASB) 

 

In the previous section, Jesus had called people to Himself, explaining, “My yoke is 

easy and my burden is light” (Matt 11:30). What follows in Matthew chapter twelve 

reveals the heavy yoke the Pharisees placed on others. The main point of this pericope 

is that Jesus faced public rejection by Israel’s religious leadership, and though He spoke 

perfect truth and displayed miraculous compassion toward others, it only infuriated the 

Pharisees and cemented their decision to put Him to death. It seems the Pharisees’ 

hatred and hostility toward Jesus grew in proportion to His teaching and good works. 

The more they came at Him, the more they were publicly embarrassed, and the true 
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righteousness of Jesus became apparent. Their efforts were self-defeating, like one who 

eats a pie that gets bigger with every bite.  

 

Matthew tells us, “At that time Jesus went through the grainfields on the Sabbath, and 

His disciples became hungry and began to pick the heads of grain and eat” (Matt 12:1). 

Their actions were permitted in the Mosaic Law, which states, “When you enter your 

neighbor’s standing grain, then you may pluck the heads with your hand, but you shall 

not wield a sickle in your neighbor’s standing grain” (Deut 23:25). Matthew informs 

us, “But when the Pharisees saw this, they said to Him, ‘Look, Your disciples do what 

is not lawful to do on a Sabbath’” (Matt 12:2). Apparently, the Pharisees thought the 

actions of the disciples constituted work. The idea was probably that picking the grain 

constituted harvesting, rubbing the grain in their hands was the same as threshing, and 

separating the chaff from the grain was winnowing.  

 

After many occasions of being corrected and embarrassed by Jesus, one would think 

the Pharisees would have learned their lesson. However, arrogance has a way of 

keeping people trapped in the same futile way of thinking and acting until it destroys 

them. Jesus corrected their false thinking by referring back into the OT and giving 

examples from a king (Matt 12:3-4), priests (Matt 12:5-6), and a prophet (Matt 12:7).  

 

In His first example, Jesus said, “Have you not read what David did when he became 

hungry, he and his companions, how he entered the house of God, and they ate the 

consecrated bread, which was not lawful for him to eat nor for those with him, but for 

the priests alone?” (Matt 12:3-4). The example Jesus cited refers to a time in David’s 

life when he was in exile and needed food for himself and his men (1 Sam 21:1-6). The 

priest at Nob, a man named Ahimelech, gave David the twelve loaves of bread that 

were reserved for the priests in the Tabernacle (Lev 24:5-9). David was never criticized 

for his actions because the Mosaic Law was not intended to inflict hardship on people 

who were living faithfully to the Lord. William MacDonald comments: 

 

It was not David’s fault that he was in exile. A sinful nation had rejected him. If 

he had been given his rightful place, he and his followers would not have had to 

eat the showbread. Because there was sin in Israel, God permitted an otherwise 

forbidden act. The analogy is clear. The Lord Jesus was the rightful King of 

Israel, but the nation would not acknowledge Him as Sovereign. If He had been 

given His proper place, His followers would not have been reduced to eating in 

this way on the Sabbath or on any other day of the week. History was repeating 

itself. The Lord did not reprove His disciples, because they had done no wrong.1 

 
1 William MacDonald, Believer’s Bible Commentary: Old and New Testaments, ed. Arthur 

Farstad (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 1247. 
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Jesus then gave His second example, saying, “Or have you not read in the Law, that on 

the Sabbath the priests in the temple break the Sabbath and are innocent?  But I say to 

you that something greater than the temple is here” (Matt 12:5-6). According to the 

Mosaic Law, the priests were to offer animal sacrifices on the Sabbath (Num 28:9-10), 

yet, their work was not considered a violation of the Sabbath, because the work of the 

temple needed to be performed. Jesus then said, “something greater than the temple is 

here.” Jesus, and His present ministry, was greater than the temple and its work. And 

just as the temple work shielded the priests from being in violation of the Sabbath law, 

so Jesus and His authority shielded His disciples from guilt.  

 

Jesus then gave His third OT reference, citing the prophet Hosea, saying, “But if you 

had known what this means, ‘I desire compassion, and not sacrifice,’ you would not 

have condemned the innocent” (Matt 12:7). The innocent here were Jesus’ disciples, 

who should have been shown compassion because they were hungry. As their leader, 

Jesus felt compelled to stand between them and their religious accusers, who preferred 

religious sacrifice over considerations of human welfare. Equating Himself with God, 

Jesus said, “For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath” (Matt 12:8), and as Lord, He 

found no fault with His disciples concerning this matter.  

 

Leaving the discussion with the Pharisees, Matthew informs us that Jesus “went into 

their synagogue” (Matt 12:9). Being a Sabbath day, it would have been customary for 

Jesus to be in a synagogue fellowshipping with other Jews and reading the Torah. 

Matthew tells us, “And a man was there whose hand was withered” (Matt 12:10a). The 

Pharisees, always looking for an opportunity to embarrass Jesus publicly, took 

advantage of the man with the withered hand to trap Him. “And they questioned Jesus, 

asking, ‘Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?’—so that they might accuse Him” (Matt 

12:10b). One would think the Pharisees would have learned not to mess with Jesus 

concerning questions about the Law. But once again, stupid is as stupid does. And 

Jesus, seeing the trap, and knowing their wicked hearts, said, “What man is there among 

you who has a sheep, and if it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will he not take hold of it 

and lift it out?” (Matt 12:11). Sheep were common animals, and falling into a pit would 

have been a common occurrence, and helping it out of the pit would have been 

commonly recognized as a display of compassion. Arguing from the lesser to the 

greater, Jesus said, “How much more valuable then is a man than a sheep! So then, it 

is lawful to do good on the Sabbath” (Matt 12:12). Having shown the fallacy of their 

argument, Jesus “said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand!’ He stretched it out, and it 

was restored to normal, like the other” (Matt 12:13). Jesus healed with a word, and 

there is nothing said about the man with the withered hand concerning whether he had 

faith in Jesus or not. By healing the man’s withered hand, Jesus displayed His 

Messianic power.  
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This miracle was the breaking point for the Pharisees, as they “went out and conspired 

against Him, as to how they might destroy Him” (Matt 12:14). Perfect truth and 

miraculous signs, no matter how lovingly or consistently presented, are never enough 

to persuade those negative to God. In fact, truth and miracles can have a hardening 

effect upon those committed to evil, resulting in increased hostility toward those who 

walk in fellowship with God and in the light of His Word. The Gospel of John reveals, 

“This is the judgment, that the Light has come into the world, and men loved the 

darkness rather than the Light, for their deeds were evil. For everyone who does evil 

hates the Light, and does not come to the Light for fear that his deeds will be exposed” 
(John 3:19-20; cf. 12:37). Matthew tells us, “But Jesus, aware of this, withdrew from 

there” (Matt 12:15). Jesus was operating according to a personal sense of destiny in 

accordance with His Father’s plan. Jesus had a specific hour in which He was to go to 

the cross (cf., John 2:4; 7:30; 8:20; 12:23, 27; 13:1; 17:1), and that time had not yet 

arrived. It suited Jesus to be non-confrontational at this time, so He withdrew from 

those who were hostile to Him and intended Him harm. But Jesus was still engaging in 

ministry, and “Many followed Him, and He healed them all, and warned them not to 

tell who He was” (Matt 12:16). Matthew tells us, “This was to fulfill what was spoken 

through Isaiah the prophet: ‘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 shall proclaim 

justice to the gentiles. He will not quarrel, nor will He cry out; nor will anyone hear 

His voice in the streets. A battered reed He will not break off, and a smoldering wick 

He will not put out, until He leads justice to victory. And in His name the Gentiles will 

hope’” (Matt 12:17-21). Concerning this section, Stanley Toussaint writes: 
 

The withdrawal of the King and His command to keep His presence unknown is 

done in order to fulfill prophecy. The quotation is from Isaiah 42:1-4, a 

Messianic prophecy. It suits Matthew’s argument well. First, it shows how the 

withdrawal of the King fits the work of the Messiah. He shall not wrangle or cry 

out in the streets. It is also a fitting picture of His compassion, for he will not 

break a battered reed or put out a smoldering wick…A second argument 

presented by the prophecy is the divine approval of the Messiah. Though He 

does not cry out or engage in open conflicts, He is still God’s Servant who shall 

carry out God’s program. The indication of a future ministry to Gentiles is also 

very important. In the face of rejection by the nation Israel Matthew, by 

Messianic prophecies, prepares his Jewish reader for the proclamation of a 

universal Savior.  The Gentiles shall hope in His name.2 

 

 
2 Stanley D. Toussaint, Behold the King, A Study of Matthew (Grand Rapids, Mich., Kregel 

Publications, 1980), 161. 
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Though some public conflicts with the religious leadership of Israel could not be 

avoided, Jesus’ ministry was mostly non-confrontational. Jesus spent more time loving, 

teaching and fellowshipping with those who were positive to God than fighting with 

those who were not. Warren Wiersbe states: 

 

The Lord’s withdrawal at this point is an anticipation of His ‘retirement’ 

described in Matthew 14–20. During that time, Jesus avoided direct conflict with 

His enemies that He might stay on the ‘divine timetable’ and be crucified on 

schedule. Also, during that time, He taught His disciples and prepared them for 

His crucifixion.3 

 

As Christians, though we love all people, we know the vast majority of humanity will 

not choose a relationship with God nor a walk with Him (Matt 7:13-14). More so, these 

unbelievers will love their depravity and will stand against those who are children of 

God and who love righteousness. Scripture states, “Do not be surprised, brethren, if the 

world hates you” (1 John 3:13). Those who set their wills against God will not listen to 

the Christian who comes with God’s message; however, they will listen to their own. 

These will operate from presuppositions and values that are cosmocentric, which 

exclude or pervert serious consideration and discussion about God, refusing to give 

Him any say over their lives. John informs us, “They are from the world; therefore, 

they speak as from the world, and the world listens to them” (1 John 4:5). When 

confronted with divine revelation, the person who is negative to God either denies His 

existence (Psa 14:1), or reduces Him to the status of a creature (Rom 1:22-25). The 

tendency of people who operate on negative volition is to “suppress the truth in 

unrighteousness” (Rom 1:18), and to operate by a worldly wisdom that is not “from 

above, but is earthly, natural, demonic” (Jam 3:15). This is troubling and unfortunate; 

but it is, for the moment, the devil’s world. But, like Jesus, we must live in the truth 

that God has a plan for our lives, that history is going somewhere, because Christ is 

coming back. And when we understand God’s plan, it produces in us a personal sense 

of destiny that allows us to face life confidently, knowing that as we walk with Him, 

we are always in His will, and where He guides, He always provides. As growing 

Christians, we prefer God’s will and His approval, even if it means facing opposition 

from those who are hostile to Him, and therefore us.  

 

For those who are watching online, we thank you for joining us and we hope 

today’s messages are a blessing to you. A link is provided below to a worship hymn 

if you wish to express your gratitude to God.  

 

 
3 Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, vol. 1 (Wheaton, IL: Victor 

Books, 1996), 42. 


