
SERMON for Worship on January 24th by Austin Graef 
   
  I love stories. I think that most people love stories. Especially stories with a point. A lot of the time, Jesus 
taught in stories, or parables, as we call them, because they’re memorable. Parables were a way that he 
would communicate a moral principle, or a commandment, or perhaps the Kingdom of Heaven, so that we 
could understand. Likewise, I like to teach with stories, to help illustrate points, and I like to pull from my 
personal life to do so. Unfortunately, I don’t have a story for you today from my childhood. I was given this 
passage to wrestle with, and I’ll tell you, it has been an absolute stumper for me. I mean, for a few days I 
fought around with this, with different teachers and friends and mentors, and spent most of my time going, 
“what the heck?” So I want to show you what I struggled with. Maybe you all can struggle with me a little bit. 
Our passage today is out of Luke chapter 6, but this story actually is in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke. I’m going to read it out of Mark, because it’s got a few extra details. So: starting in Mark chapter 2, 
verse 23: 
 
Mark 2:23-27; 3:1-6 
    One sabbath, Jesus was going through the grain fields, and as they made their way, his disciples began 
to pluck heads of grain. 
    And the Pharisees were saying to him, “Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the Sabbath?” 
    And Jesus said to them, “Are you not aware that David entered the temple when he was hungry to eat 
the shewbread, which was lawful only for the priests to eat?”  
    And Jesus said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.”  
    And he entered the synagogue, and a man was there with a withered hand.  
    And they watched Jesus, to see whether he would heal him on the Sabbath, so that they might accuse 
him.  
    And he said to the man with the withered hand, “Come here.” 
    And he said to them, “Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do harm, to save life or to destroy it?” 
But they were silent.  
    And he looked around at them with anger, grieved at the hardness of their hearts, and said to the man, 
“Stretch out your hand.” And he stretched it out, and his hand was restored.  
    Then the Pharisees went out and immediately held counsel with the Herodians against him, how they 
might destroy him. 
 
    So, a lot happens here. You’ve got two conflicts that Jesus has with the Pharisees, first around eating 
these wheat nuggets on the sabbath, and secondly, in typical Jesus fashion, healing on the sabbath. Now, 
it’s no surprise that Jesus and the Pharisees seem like they constantly have a bone to pick. But I think this 
passage helps to illustrate what lies largely at the core of Jesus’ ministry. It’s more than just a petty 
argument with the Pharisees. And I want to take you guys down a rabbit hole to help understand why these 
disagreements that Jesus and the Pharisees had were actually so brutally important.  
 
    So, I feel like usually, when we read Scripture, we are reading into the story of Jesus in the Gospels, or 
maybe of his disciples, looking at Peter, and James, and John, and Paul, as these examples for how we 
should live. The disciples, when we look at them, we see them as these glorified, semi-deified, demigod-
like, unattainable perfect people that we have to strive to be like. But folks, to understand the gospel, you 
gotta understand that these guys were just people, no different from you and me. Peter was a fisherman. 
Have you ever heard the phrase “swear like a sailor?” That was Peter. The dude was a rough dude, and 
I’m serious, he was just a guy. Take Paul as another example. In today’s world, Paul would be our 
equivalent of a PhD. Now, if Paul were here today, I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t even be the only person in 
this room with a Doctorates degree. Guys, these were just people. That’s it. But guess who else were just 
people? The Pharisees.  
 
    The Pharisees were the ruling religious class in the lands and times of the Bible. We really often have 
this habit of treating the Pharisees like stick figures, like these two-dimensional comic book villains that 



exist for the sole purpose of trying to thwart Christ’s mission of liberating people and redeeming mankind. 
But frankly, the Pharisees, like the disciples, were just people. Just like us. And the Pharisees are put in 
Scripture not as the butt to some joke we’re telling so that we can point and laugh at them as the villain, but 
they are there to serve as a very real warning to what we can become.  
 
    Now, I told you that this passage we read earlier lies at the heart of Jesus’ ministry. Now, there are a 
couple things that happened that I want to remind you of. First, Jesus’ disciples were hungry, so they 
picked some grain heads and had a snack, which was met by criticism. Then, Jesus heals a man, which 
was met by further criticism. And he responds in two ways: first, he has this phrase he uses: “The Sabbath 
was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.” And secondly, he asks a question: “Is it lawful to do good or 
to do evil on the Sabbath?” And when he doesn’t hear a response, he looks around… how? With what? It 
says he looked around with anger. Y’all, the lord was T’d off. Now, you might ask, “how is this at the core of 
Jesus’ ministry? It’s some dudes having a snack and Jesus having a temper.” Good question. To answer 
that, I want to take you to a different passage in Mark.  
 
Mark 7:6-8. 
    And Jesus said to them (the Pharisees), “Well did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, 
“‘This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; 
    In vain do they worship me, teaching for doctrine the commandments of men.’ 
    You leave the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men.” 
 
    This, I think, was the heart of Jesus’ ministry, in opposition to the traditions that the Pharisees had 
stewed in for ages. These guys were all about the law and the traditions that meant their appearances were 
as perfect and holy as can be. And here comes this Jesus, who upsets the balance. He brings along this 
invitation to do something brand new: instead of following the law just for the law’s sake, he invites us to be 
recklessly gracious, to set aside the traditions we’ve been in and instead to recklessly pursue love of our 
neighbor, of the afflicted, the broken, the hurting, and the poor. He invites us to do what is uncomfortable to 
us, so that we can comfort the people who might think they have no business stepping into a building like 
this. See, I think that’s the trap that the Pharisees fell into, and that many of us fall into as well: getting 
sucked into tradition because “that’s the way we’ve always done it,” and when that happens, things distort 
from their original purpose.  
 
    See, I had this friend, who would make a Thanksgiving ham every year. And you know, they did 
something peculiar with their thanksgiving ham. Every year, before they threw it in the oven, they’d lop the 
ends off of it. Just lop them right off. And I’m over here thinking, gosh, that’s a lot of wasted meat, but 
whatever. Anyway, somebody finally asks them and says, “why in the world are you lopping the ends off of 
the meat like that?” And this friend says, “cuz that’s the way Mama always did it.” And so they go and track 
down mama, and they ask, “mama, why did you always lop the ends of the ham off like that before putting it 
in the oven?” And mama says, “well, because that’s the way grandmama always did it.” So, then they go 
and track down grandmama, and say, “grandmama, why did you always lop the ends of the ham off like 
that before putting it in the oven?” And lo and behold, grandmama says, “what are you doing that for? We 
only did that because the pan was too small for the whole ham!” 
 
    See, this is how things get distorted. Everything starts with a purpose, and usually a very good one. You 
can bet your bottom that the commandments of God started with a very good purpose. So I want to go back 
to our story, where the disciples are eating, and Jesus is healing, and how he is so royally ticked off at the 
indifference of the Pharisees, and their indignant response to criticize eating and healing on the Sabbath. 
Do you all know what the purpose of the Sabbath was? Go to Exodus. Look it up. You know what it 
says? To keep it holy. That was the purpose. Not working on the sabbath was not the point. When God 
commanded not to work on the sabbath, it wasn’t just for the sake of not working. It wasn’t a rule for the 
sake of a rule. It was for the purpose of keeping the sabbath holy. And that’s why Jesus asks a very real 
question, a non-rhetorical: “is it right to do good on the sabbath, or to do evil?” You know why Jesus was so 



mad? It was at the lack of a response, because nobody would take the stand and say that the 
commandments of these men had perverted the law of God!  
 
    See, that’s why I think we have to be so very, very careful. That’s why the Pharisees are there as a 
warning to us, because had they been left to their traditions, that man never would have been 
healed. The tax collectors, and prostitutes, and lepers that Jesus hung out with never would have been 
delivered. That’s what would have happened. Here’s the moral of the story, this is for us: we so often get so 
caught up in making sure that we have the right candles, and the right flowers, and the right words for our 
prayers and that we’re wearing the right clothes, and that we’ve got the right art on the walls, we get so 
caught up in these details that we totally miss out on somebody who needs to get healed. We get so caught 
up in these little details that we totally miss out on the blessings of God.  
 
    Take another story. Mary and Martha. Some of you might have heard this. Two sisters, Mary and 
Martha, hosting Jesus who is teaching, and while Martha is doing the responsible thing by running around, 
serving, doing dishes, taking care of the people as Jesus is teaching, Mary is sitting there at his feet just 
soaking in everything he’s got to say, and she is getting healed, getting delivered, getting rescued by his 
words. And Martha comes in to reprove Mary for just sitting there, and asks her for help, and in turn, Jesus 
reproves Martha, saying that Mary is the wiser for listening to the teaching, for looking to get healed in her 
soul regardless of what might have traditionally been her role.  
 
Now, when I teach like this, this is not me trying to be accusatory. I’m not pointing a finger out at y’all, 
saying “y’all should be better about x, y, and z.” This is me pointing a finger in at myself, and saying, 
“Austin, this is how we can be better.” I try to teach by looking in at myself, for ways that I can correct my 
own behavior for the Kingdom. But maybe this strikes a chord with you, too. 
 
    I should say this: there’s nothing wrong with having the candles just right. There’s nothing wrong with 
having the time and attention and care to do gorgeous flowers, or to practice the music so that it’s just 
gorgeous and it all becomes a blessing to everybody who is here. Yes, that is absolutely a demonstration of 
care. I mean that. But what else I mean is that if the candles don’t light, and we forget the flowers, and once 
we start singing together again and are all totally off-key, we don’t let it get in the way of really being with 
God and with each other in that moment. What I mean, is that while these things are all good and well, is 
that often these can even be the same things that might result in us blocking the blessings of God. 
Sometimes, it’s not actually what God says, it’s not the freedom and salvation promised by God, but it’s us, 
our traditions and religious tendencies  that might scare people away from organized religion, and end up 
being the thing that prevents someone from getting healed.  
 
    I told you at the beginning that I like stories. I didn’t have a story to tell you today, except the story of a 
loving Father who wants the best for His children. See, God showed us the way in Christ. He gave us the 
warnings of what we can be like, when we follow the law just for the law’s sake, or traditions just because 
“that’s how we’ve always done it.” And He also set before us a perfect example in Christ, and other 
examples of men and women of great believing, who we can aspire to be just like. And their example is that 
of reckless love and ridiculous grace, going so far as to ignore the traditions of people to demonstrate the 
love of God. I’ll leave you with what Paul writes in Romans 12:2:  
    Do not be conformed to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that 
you might demonstrate the good, and flawless, and exquisite Will of God.  
 
    This is Christ’s example: not conformed to this world, but recklessly loving and ridiculously gracious in all 
things, regardless of what the circumstances might have been. That is my prayer for all of us here today, 
myself included: that we be boldly, recklessly loving and ridiculously gracious in all things, regardless of the 
circumstances. Amen. 
 


