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Discussion Guide
Sabbath 101
ConneCting: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your group with a way 
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work god 
is doing in your lives.)
•   in what ways did god move in your life this week? in 

what ways did you respond to him?
• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what 

ways, if any, did you invite god into this challenge?
• how honest have you been with us? (graciously 

thank group members for their honesty if they state 
they have held back.)

getting Started: 
10 minutes

• when you think of sabbath keeping, what, if 
anything, comes to mind? 

diving into the text:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

• using the notes, talk about the approach to 
sabbath keeping in Jesus’ day.  

• read matthew 12.1-14 aloud, slowly. try to 
imagine yourself as present in the scene as it unfolds. 
read the text once more, seeking to imagine yourself 
as present. 

• when you watch this scene unfold, what stands out 
to you? listen to what others note and allow it to 
inform your own understanding of the story.  

• Jesus and the pharisees disagreed on proper sabbath 
keeping. what was important to Jesus in keeping the 
sabbath? what was important to the pharisees? 
where did they agree and disagree? 

• Jesus notes that proper sabbath keeping hinges on 
doing what leads one to devote himself in love to god 
and what pursues wholeness and life for others. if 
this proved difficult, one could look to his life for 
direction. would you say this is the typical approach 
to sabbath keeping today? could you explain?  

• what might it look like to keep the sabbath as Jesus 
directs? in your mind, does this appear to be easy or 
difficult? would you elaborate?  

• what, if anything, is keeping you from living a 
sabbath rhythm? would you be willing to commit to 
seeking to live this rhythm for a month? what would 
it look like to encourage one another as a group to 
live by this rhythm?  

Context and baCkground
Sabbath Keeping in the ancient World

the keeping of the sabbath was important in Jesus’ day 
because it was one of the three “badges” which the Jews felt 
set them off as the special people of god, the other two 
being circumcision and the observance of food purity laws. 
therefore, great thought and care was given to observing 
the sabbath. the Jewish rabbis in Jesus’ day understood 
the emphasis of sabbath to lie with worshipping god and 



enJoying family in a celebratory manner. these two foci 
remain important to this day, the core of modern sabbath 
observance. based on the fourth commandment (exodus 
20.8-11) these rabbis understood the willful or even 
unwilling engagement in work to be the one obstacle to 
perfect sabbath observance. therefore, they set about 
defining work so that the average Jewish person might 
navigate the sabbath day without trespassing the command 
of god.  
as one might expect, the process of defining work quickly led 
to the development of distinct camps or schools of thought. 
the two dominant schools of thought are represented by 
the houses of shammai and hillel. the house of shammai 
had a more conservative view, interpreting work in a 
literal manner while the house of hillel was more open 
to considering specific situations and honoring the spirit of 
sabbath over shammai’s literal interpretation. the views of 
these two schools of thought are reflected in the mishnic 
book shabbat.  
the detail of debate in which the rabbis engaged shocks the 
modern reader.  
A person should not pierce An eggshell with oil And put it 
on the opening of A lAmp so thAt [the oil] will not drip [out 
And sustAin the lAmp] even if it is mAde out of eArthenwAre, 
And r. JudAh permits [doing so]. But if the potter Joined it 
to Begin with [to the lAmp], it is permitted, BecAuse it is one 
utensil. A person mAy not fill A dish with oil And put it Beside 
A lAmp And plAce the heAd of the wick into it, so thAt it will 
drAw [oil from the dish of oil]. And r. JudAh permits doing 
so.—shABBAt 2.4 
it is easy to see two schools of thought in contention with 
one another in passages like these, but it is the specificity 
which one finds shocking. however, when one considers 
the historical context, the specificity makes more sense. 
the rabbis, and Jews as a whole, believed the experience of 
the assyrian and babylonian exiles were wholly a result 
of the Jew’s disobedience to and imperfect keeping of the 
mosaic law. the experience of exile was so traumatic with 
its effects being felt even in Jesus’ day that the Jewish people 
determined not to make the same mistake again. therefore, 
they spent a great deal of effort into determining what 
perfect obedience of the law looked like.  
according to the mishna, in this debate over sabbath 
keeping, the house of shammai outnumbered hillel 
(shabbat 1.4). therefore, their view became the dominant 
point of reference. while the mishna may reflect a situation 

shortly after the time of Jesus, when one reads the gospels 
it is hard to miss that Jesus’ sabbath controversies are 
with those who represent the more conservative and literal 
viewpoint of the house of shammai. it may be that this view 
was already the dominant one, though unofficially.

the text
Matthew 12.1-14: hoW to Keep the Sabbath 
of the many debates Jesus had with the pharisees, one of the 
most heated, was the debate over proper sabbath observance. 
the Jewish people believed god had called them to live as 
a distinct people, and they had three “badges” or markers 
to which they pointed as more important than any other in 
maintaining this distinctiveness: circumcision, dietary laws, 
and sabbath observance. one can therefore see why these 
controversies were so important to the pharisees. when Jesus 
disagreed with them over the sabbath, this disagreement went 
to the heart of what it meant to be Jewish, the special people 
of god.   
the sabbath controversy of matthew 12 began as Jesus 
and his disciples were walking through a grain field on a 
sabbath. one might assume that Jesus and his disciples were 
on their way to attend the local synagogue service (matthew 
12.9). it appears that others, including some pharisees, 
were walking with Jesus. while those with Jesus might have 
been following him, it is more likely that those present, like 
Jesus, were walking toward the synagogue and were using the 
shortest route, through the field. 
as the crowd moved through the field, a few of Jesus’ 
disciples began to pluck some of the ripe heads of grain and 
eat them because they were hungry. the pharisees present 
saw the action and were horrified. what the disciples were 
doing was considered to be work, something strictly forbidden 
on the sabbath. that this was understood to be work seems 
to indicate these pharisees were of the school of thought 
referred to as the house of shammai, a group which sought 
to interpret the mosaic law through a conservative literal 
lens. the house of hillel would most likely have argued that 
the plucking of grain was not the same as harvesting (true 
work) and that the hunger of the disciples coupled with their 
homeless state (luke 9.58) made such a practice permissible 
based on the freedom given to the poor to glean from the fields 
(leviticus 19.9-10). however, what was most alarming to 
these pharisees was Jesus’ failure to correct his disciples, 
something which they called him to do.  
Jesus turns and responds to the pharisees by arguing that 



his disciples are not guilty of desecrating the sabbath but 
rather the pharisees have falsely accused them because 
they are using the wrong interpretive lens to understand 
the mosaic law. Jesus uses two old testament examples 
to make his point. first, he tells the story of david eating 
the bread consecrated to god in the tabernacle (1 samuel 
21.1-6). eating this bread was forbidden to everyone 
except the priests (leviticus 24.5-9). however, ahimelek 
gave this bread to david and his men to eat when they were 
hungry. in this case, david and his men were not guilty 
even though they had violated the literal interpretation of 
the law. ahimelek used some other non-literal means of 
interpreting the law and it was viewed as proper by god. 
Jesus’ second example is drawn from numbers 28.9-10. in 
this example, Jesus notes that the priests are tasked with 
maintaining the temple on the sabbath even though such 
maintenance is technically work. however, in this case, 
they are not guilty because the maintenance of the temple 
supersedes and reinterprets the literal prohibition of 
working on the sabbath. 
Jesus argues that one can understand the law only when 
they understand what god truly wants. quoting from 
hosea 6.6, Jesus notes that god wants mercy not sacrifice. 
the second part of this verse makes it clear that god is not 
interested in the literal rendering of his law. however, 
what god means by mercy is somewhat confusing, until 
one reads the full verse in hosea. hosea 6.6 is a poetic 
couplet which reads, “i desire mercy, not sacrifice, and 
acknowledgement of god rather than burnt offerings.” 
the second phrase clarifies the first. mercy is equated 
with acknowledging god, or if we acknowledge the weight 
of the word mercy, it is to devote oneself in love to god. 
therefore, what Jesus says is what god wants is not the 
particulars of the law but a person who seeks to devote 
himself in love to god.  
following the progression of Jesus’ logic in these stories, he 
seems to say that the literal interpretation of the law (the 
house of shammai’s interpretive strategy) is not correct 
because it misses what god truly wants. what god wants is 
people fully devoted to him in love. interestingly, this seems 
to be the central point of sabbath. with sabbath, god 
wants to be with his people in love (genesis 2.1-3). this 
means that with things like sabbath, one would ask what it 
looked like to fully devote oneself to god in love by honoring 
the sabbath. however, the means of interpreting the law 
can become highly contextualized and therefore is difficult 
for the average person, but the proper interpretation can 

be found by looking to a higher authority. Jesus claims he is 
that higher authority. if one looks to Jesus, he can see what 
it looks like to honor sabbath in a way that fully devotes one 
to god in love.  
Jesus’ answer sets up the next scene. because he has claimed 
the literal interpretation of the law is not correct but that 
the correct interpretation of the law is found in asking 
what leads to a life fully devoted to god in love, something 
his own life exemplifies, the pharisees turn to Jesus and ask 
him to apply his interpretive lens to a real situation. in the 
synagogue is a man with a withered hand. whatever this 
man suffered from was certainly disabling but it was not 
life-threatening. according to the most liberal interpretation 
of the law, a person who was dying could be healed on the 
sabbath but if they suffered from a non-life-threatening 
ailment, the healing was to wait. it appears that the pharisees 
are attempting to lump Jesus with the house of hillel, but 
Jesus defies their attempt to label him.  
Jesus responds by arguing it is always lawful to do good 
on the sabbath, and he defines this good as seeking the 
deliverance and wholeness of people. he notes that even the 
members of the house of shammai would rescue their sheep on 
the sabbath and people are more important than sheep. if this 
is lawful, then it is most certainly lawful to seek the well-
being and healing of a person. Jesus then heals the man which 
angers the pharisees so much they begin to plot to kill him. in 
their mind, Jesus does not represent an opposing viewpoint but 
a heretical position which must be silenced.  
it is important to note here Jesus’ second interpretive lens 
with respect to the sabbath and the wider mosaic law. it is 
always lawful to do what is good, what seeks the well-being 
and wholeness of another. when one combines this with the 
former lens, one can see Jesus’ double commandment to love 
god and others at play in this dialogue (matthew 22.34-
40). in Jesus’ mind, interpreting what was right and good 
could always be found in asking what was most loving to god 
and others. if one could not figure this out, they could look 
to his life as the example.  
with respect to sabbath keeping, Jesus’ viewpoint provides 
important guidance for present day sabbath keeping. proper 
sabbath keeping must maintain two points. first, it must 
include that which leads one to devote oneself fully to god in 
love. in Jesus’ life this took the form of corporate worship and 
prayer (luke 4.16). second, sabbath keeping must maintain 
what is good for others, that which seeks the wholeness and 
deliverance of people, starting with oneself and moving 



Joy. it isn’t for everyone, and that is ok. we give permission 
for others to do what gives them life and do our best not to 
ask anyone to serve us, which for us includes not shopping, so 
others have permission to seek this rest. when i get these two 
parts right, my heart is filled with great Joy and a sense of 
presence, the presence of the rest of god. 

real life with You:
what does it look like to honor the sabbath? typically, when 
we ask this question we are looking for some strict guidance 
because we don’t want to mess it up, when in fact this very 
approach will almost always lead us to mess it up. you see, 
sabbath keeping isn’t about the rules. sabbath keeping, 
according to Jesus, is about honoring the day in a way that 
leads us to give ourselves fully to him in love, and to do what 
is life-giving to ourselves and others. it sounds a lot like 
matthew 22.34-40 because it is. what is unique is sabbath 
is a day where we have nothing standing in our way from living 
this kind of life. so, what does it look like?  
for Jesus, the first part looked like corporate worship. in 
keeping with his example, we recommend beginning sabbath 
with worship. while this can be personal worship, it is only 
in the context of corporate worship that we are kept from 
deceiving ourselves about who we are and who god is. in the 
context of our brothers and sisters we find encouragement to 
devote ourselves fully to god. it is easy to give yourself a pass 
when no one is there to call you up to more!  
the second part is harder because we have no example from 
the life of Jesus. maybe this is the point. what is life-giving 
differs from person to person. we encourage you to think 
what it is that fills you with Joy and life, what makes you 
whole. whatever that is, and it isn’t work, do that. and give 
permission to others to do the same. typically, it is a good idea 
to have some alone time and some family time to celebrate the 
goodness of god and what he is doing in your life. this can be 
a meal, or if that is work, frozen pizza and sodas! there is no 
right way here.  
whatever your plan, have a plan. if you do not intend to 
keep sabbath and plan to do it you won’t keep sabbath. so, 
this week, write down some ideas and try them out. see what 
happens and consider Journaling about it. 
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outward. there is great freedom in this second part, freedom 
given to the individual to do what is life-giving, and freedom 
given by the individual to others to do what is life-giving.  

real life with blake:
what does it look like to honor the sabbath? this has always 
been my question when i have heard people teach about 
sabbath keeping, but i have never really gotten a very good 
answer. actually, no one has ever given me an answer, which 
has always frustrated me. i guess people have assumed i would 
figure it out, but i never really did. so. . .i never really kept 
the sabbath. that began to change a few years ago when i 
realized that if i wanted to understand how to keep sabbath i 
could look to Jesus because he kept the sabbath.  
when i looked to Jesus, his sabbath teaching and practice, 
what i found was not as hard as i thought it would be. first, 
according to Jesus, sabbath keeping isn’t about the rules 
because rules miss god and the relationship he wants with 
us substituting action for devotion. what sabbath is about 
is leading me to enJoy god and devote myself fully to him. 
second, sabbath is supposed to be good, fun, and life-giving. 
sabbath is god’s gift to make me, and others whole. now, 
what does this look like?  
for Jesus, the first part looked like worshiping with others. in 
worship, Jesus heard the story of god rehearsed. in worship, 
Jesus found the space to respond and allow his father’s story 
to be his story. so, in keeping with the life of Jesus, worship, 
corporate worship is a big part of my sabbath experience. i 
want to be fully devoted to god, but in the hurry of the week, 
i forget who i am and what is important. i get distracted and 
my affections diluted. when i step into worship with others, i 
hear the great story of god rehearsed, his love for me and his 
work in my life and this world. i am reminded and encouraged 
to respond, and i do. once more i give myself to god and 
allow his life to shape my own.  
what about the second part? we actually don’t know what 
that looked like in Jesus’ life, and i think it is important we 
don’t because it can look different for everyone. what is 
important is that it must be life-giving to us and others. for 
me, this means going for a walk, preferably with my children, 
but for rachel it means taking a nap. so, i make space for her 
to rest and she makes space for me to walk. i enJoy cooking 
and my family enJoys eating. so, i make a huge meal and we 
pause and feast, enJoying god’s goodness together. when 
the weather is warmer, we build a fire outside and roast 
marshmallows. it is good for us. it fills us with hope and 


