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CFCW – 05/31/2015 
 

“Legalism” 
(Matthew 12:1-21) 

 
Introduction 
 
 What comes to your mind when you hear the word “Legalism”?  Perhaps you think of ankle-
length dresses and men’s hair cut ¼ inch above the ears.  Perhaps you think of an angry pastor yelling 
from the pulpit about the evils of alcohol and movies.  When I think of legalism I can’t help but think of 
an Amish man I know about who mows his yard with the help of a goat.  Now the Amish have many, 
many rules about how they are to live in the modern world—what they can do and what they cannot 
do.  This man is part of an Amish community which believes it is sinful to DRIVE a riding lawnmower.  
Now, you can own a riding lawnmower.  And you can sit on the riding lawnmower. And you can use the 
engine of the riding lawnmower to turn the blades so that you can cut the grass.  But, what you cannot 
do is DRIVE the riding lawnmower.  So here are the rules:  
 

1. It is godly and righteous to own a riding lawnmower and use it to cut your grass, IF you 
have an animal or someone else pull you around the yard.  
  

2. But it is sinful to actually drive the riding lawnmower on its own power.  God is displeased 
with that because it is worldly.     

  
Now this seems like a silly example of legalism.  But legalism isn’t silly.  It is very serious.  What is 

legalism? “Legalism is trying to be righteous in the eyes of God based on what we do or don’t do.”1  
Legalism is an attitude of the heart that says, “I can be good enough for God.”  At the heart of legalism 
is a God-rejecting pride.  The tragedy is that this man is trying to work his way in heaven by following the 
rules of his Amish community.  But he will never succeed.  Legalism only burdens us.  It never gives rest.  
 
Background  
 
 Last week, we concluded our study of Matthew 11, where Jesus gives a sweet offer of “soul 
rest” to all who would come to Him for salvation.  As we begin to study Matthew 12, we see why that 
rest was so needed.  The Pharisees (the religious leaders of Jesus’ day) had burdened the people of 
Israel with thousands of traditions and rules and regulations.  In our passage this morning, we will see 
two scenes of conflict where the Pharisees accuse Jesus and His disciples of failing to keep the Law of 
God.  But they were mistaken.  Jesus perfectly fulfilled God’s Law.  He declared that boldly in the 
Sermon the Mount. 
 
Matthew 5:17- “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to 
abolish them but to fulfill them.” 
 
What Jesus refused to do was to keep the traditions that the Jewish elders and the rabbis had ADDED 
to the Law.  Throughout the Gospels, Jesus and the Pharisees conflicted over many aspects of the Law.  
But in our passage this morning, the conflict is over the proper way to keep the Sabbath.     

                                                           
1
 Mark Driscoll, from a sermon entitled, “The Default Mode of the Human Heart” assessed online at 

http://oneinjesus.info/2010/05/mark-driscoll-on-legalism-and-anti-legalism/ on 05/28/2015. 

http://oneinjesus.info/2010/05/mark-driscoll-on-legalism-and-anti-legalism/


2 
 

What is the Sabbath? 
 
 The Sabbath (seventh day, Saturday) was the OT day of rest that God commanded the 
Israelites to observe as a part of being His special covenant people.  The Sabbath was at the heart of 
OT law that Moses gave the people at Mount Sinai (4th commandment).   
 
Exodus 20:8-11- “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy (positive command). 9 Six days you shall 
labor, and do all your work, 10 but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall not 
do any work (negative command), you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female 
servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates. 11 For in six days the Lord made 
heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh day. Therefore the Lord 
blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.” 
 

God had intended the Sabbath to be a blessing to His people.  It was a day of rest and worship.  
This is important to keep in mind:  In the Bible, rest and the worship of God go together.  Ultimately, 
the Sabbath was intended to be a picture of the rest from sin that God would provide for His people 
through the Messiah.  But the religious leaders of Israel had added all kinds of rules to the Sabbath and 
the people lost a sense of what the Sabbath was all about.  The Sabbath became a burden.   
 
“The rules about the Sabbath are as mountains hanging by a hair, for the teaching of Scripture on the 
Sabbath is little and the rules many” (M Hagigah 1:8)2  
 
Illustration:  Let me give you some examples of the way the religious leaders of Jesus’ day burdened the 
people on the Sabbath: 
 

 You couldn’t travel more than 3,000 feet from you home. 
 

 You couldn’t carry a weight heavier than a fig. 
 

 You couldn’t light a fire. 
 

 You couldn’t take a bath. 
 

 And relating to our passage this morning, you couldn’t reap, thresh or winnow crops on the 
Sabbath.  But in the minds of the rabbis that included an activity as small as plucking heads of 
grain (reaping) and rubbing them to get the husks off (threshing) so that you could eat them.3 

    
 
 
 

                                                           
2
 Cited from D.A. Carson, “Matthew” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. by Frank E. Gaebelein 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), 279. 
 
3
 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew in PNTC (Grand Rapids: William Be Eerdmanns Publishing 

Company, 1992), 300. 
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“Because of the thousands of man-made restrictions regarding it, the Sabbath was more tiresome than 
the six days devoted to one’s occupation.  It was harder to ‘rest’ than to earn a living.”4   
 

-John MacArthur 
 
There are a lot of ways to get at our passage this morning, but what I want us to do primarily is look at 
the interaction between Jesus and Pharisees and learn what it teaches us about legalism.   
 
How does legalism work? 
 
 The way the rabbis had invented rule after rule for keeping the Sabbath is a great illustration of 
the way legalism works.  Legalism works this way:  You start with a command or principle from God’s 
word and then you make an application to help you keep that command or principle.  But then, not only 
do you keep that application, but you try to make everyone else keep that application as well.  Let me 
give you some examples: 
 

1. The Bible tells us to think on things that are pure, lovely and commendable (Phil. 4:8).  The 
Legalist reasons that any movie over the rating of PG cannot be pure, lovely or commendable, so 
no Christians should watch PG-13 or R rated movies. 
   

2. The Bible tells us to flee from lust (2 Tim. 2:22).  The legalist reasons that anyone who goes to 
the beach during the summer will struggle with lust, so no Christian should go to the beach.   

 
3. The Bible tells us to be modest in the way we dress (1 Tim. 2:9).  The legalist has a particular 

understanding of what modesty looks like, and then expects others to keep that same standard. 
 
The legalist assumes that his own standard of righteousness is God’s standard of righteousness.  So 
the legalist works to insure that others follow his standard as well.  The Pharisees of Jesus’ day were 
legalists par excellence who harshly condemned those who did not keep God’s Law THEIR way.   
 
MIM:  While legalism burdens people, Jesus mercifully gives the rest of salvation to those who trust in 
Him.    
 
This morning we will see: 
-The root of legalism 
-The fruit of legalism 
 

I. The Root of Legalism (12:1-8) 
 
Matthew 12:1-8- “At that time Jesus went through the grainfields on the Sabbath. His disciples were 
hungry, and they began to pluck heads of grain and to eat. 2 But when the Pharisees saw it, they said to 
him, “Look, your disciples are doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath.” 3 He said to them, “Have 
you not read what David did when he was hungry, and those who were with him: 4 how he entered the 
house of God and ate the bread of the Presence, which it was not lawful for him to eat nor for those who 

                                                           
4
 For these examples and this quote see John MacArthur, Matthew 8-15 in the MacArthur New Testament 

Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1987), 281-2. 
 



4 
 

were with him, but only for the priests? 5 Or have you not read in the Law how on the Sabbath the 
priests in the temple profane the Sabbath and are guiltless? 6 I tell you, something greater than the 
temple is here. 7 And 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 of the Sabbath.” 
 

A. Looking at this passage, Jesus and His disciples were walking through a grainfield on the 
Sabbath day when the disciples began to pluck the standing grain and eat it (12:1b).  But the 
Pharisees, who were apparently following Jesus around at this point, began to accuse Jesus’ 
disciples of doing what was “not lawful” on the Sabbath.  But here is a key point to keep in 
mind: The disciples were not violating the Law by eating the grain on the Sabbath.  They 
were violating the traditions of the elders and rabbis which the Pharisees followed.  Like 
good legalists, the Pharisees believed that their standards were God’s standards.  But Jesus 
wouldn’t let this stand.  So He turns to the Pharisees and corrects their wrong 
understanding of the Sabbath.   

 
B. Jesus corrects their wrong understanding of the Sabbath in two ways.  First, he says that 

some of God’s ceremonial regulations could be set aside in time of need.  He does this in 
12:3-4 where He gives the example of how David and his men ate from the bread of the 
presence that was in the Tabernacle when they were hungry and fleeing from Saul.  The 
bread of the presence was kept before the altar as a food offering for God (Exod. 25:30).  
The bread was only to be eaten by the priests.  But, in great need, David and his man ate it.   
Jesus’ point is that God never condemned David for eating the bread.  In God’s eyes, David’s 
need outweighed the ceremonial regulation.   

 
C. Now Jesus’ argument here is strong.  If David’s hunger set aside a divine regulation without 

blame, how much more should the hunger of Jesus’ disciples set aside a tradition of the 
rabbis?5 

 
D. But then second, Jesus argues that some things are more important than keeping the 

Sabbath.  The Sabbath was a big deal to the Jews.  It was a point of national pride.  Along 
with circumcision, observing the Sabbath made them different from the pagan nations that 
surrounded them.  The Jewish historian Josephus tells us that in the days of the Maccabees 
some Jews actually died at the hands of their enemies rather than defend themselves on the 
Sabbath.6  But in 12:5, Jesus points out that the priests in the Temple “profane the 
Sabbath” in order to serve God.  The priests did all kinds of work on the Sabbath (cleaning, 
sacrifice, carrying objects), but no one accused them of violating the Sabbath.  Their service 
to God in the Temple was weightier than keeping the ceremonial regulations of the 
Sabbath.   

 
E. But then in 12:6 Jesus drops a theological bomb on the Pharisees when He says, “something 

greater than the Temple is here.”  He is referring to Himself.  In the minds of the Jew’s, 
nothing was greater than the Temple.  The Temple was the dwelling place of God.  But Jesus 
says HE is greater than the Temple.   

 

                                                           
5
 For this argument see Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, 302. 

 
6
 Ibid., 299. 
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F. And in 7:8, Jesus goes even further.  He says, “For the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.”  
Now it was God Himself who established the Sabbath.  But Jesus claims to be “Lord of the 
Sabbath.”  He is the One who rightly understands how to observe the Sabbath, and as “Lord 
of the Sabbath,”  He stands over the Sabbath and can observe it as He sees fit. 

 
If Jesus is greater than the Temple and “Lord of the Sabbath,”  who must He be?  Jesus is once again 
claiming to be God.   
 
 

G. And Jesus’ point is that the Pharisees had misunderstood the Law and were wrongly 
applying the Sabbath.   They failed to see that God intended the Sabbath to be a blessing to 
His people.  They hadn’t realized that God was far more interested in His people showing 
“mercy” to others, than in a careful, but merciless following of the ceremonial law (“I 
desire mercy, and not sacrifice”; 12:7).  As a result, they had “condemned the guiltless” 
(12:7).  Jesus’ disciples had not broken the Sabbath.    

 
Looking at these verses, you see that Jesus and the Pharisees are clashing because of the legalism of 
the Pharisees.  The Pharisees were holding up a standard of their own making and condemning Jesus’ 
disciples for not living up to that standard. Looking at the Pharisees, I want us to ask the question: 
“What is at the heart of legalism?”   The answer is PRIDE.  Pride is at the heart of legalism.  Pride is the 
root of legalism. 
 
How is legalism a manifestation of pride? 
 

 In pride, the legalist believes that he can be righteous before God based on what he does or 
doesn’t do.  This was the sum and substance of the religion of the Pharisees—being good 
enough for God.   

 

 In pride, the legalist exalts himself to the position of God in making laws for others to follow.  
James 4:12 tells us that there is only “one lawgiver and judge, who is able to save and to 
destroy.”   But the legalist takes God’s place and issues his own laws for others to follow. 

 

 In pride, the legalist looks down on those who do not keep his standards.  Just as the Pharisees 
condemned Jesus’ disciples for breaking their traditions.      

  
Friends, legalism is a manifestation of pride and God’s word warns us against pride:  James 4:6b- 
““God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” 
 
Application:  How should we apply this to our own lives?   The danger of legalism teaches us to be 
HUMBLE towards one another when there are legitimate disagreements regarding how to apply God’s 
word.  God has given us many commands and principles in His word.  Sometimes the way we should 
apply those commands and principles is very clear.  But sometimes it’s not so clear.   
 

 Should Christians purchase goods from businesses that fund gay rights and abortion rights 
initiatives? 
 

 Should Christians date before marriage or should they “court”? 
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 Should Christians put their children in public or private schools or should Christians home school 
their children? 

 

 Should Christians vote for political candidates whose stance on some social issue is contrary to 
God’s word? 

 
God’s word gives us commands and principles that shape the way we think about these issues.  

But the way I apply those commands and principles in my life might look different than the way you 
apply them in your life.  And I might not agree with the way you are applying God’s word and you might 
not agree with the way I am applying God’s word.  But as long as neither one of us is actively sinning 
against God, we need to exercise HUMLITY and PATIENCE with one another.  At times, we will need to 
speak into one another’s lives about whether what we are doing is truly wise and best.  But where there 
can be legitimate disagreement, we need to remember the principle that you do not ULTIMATELY 
answer to me and I do not ultimately answer to you.  We both answer to God.  God’s opinion is the 
only one that matters.   
 
Application: At the same time, we should be warned against the effects of legalism in our own lives.  If 
you are going to be a legalist, your life will be marked by PRIDE.  That is guaranteed.  But it will also be 
marked by FEAR.  When the legalist feels like he is doing well at keeping his standard of righteousness, 
he becomes sinfully proud.  But when he fails to keep his own standard of righteousness, he becomes 
fearful that God no longer approves of him.  Endlessly, alternating between sinful pride and fear of 
God’s disapproval is a terrible way to live your life.  Be on-guard against legalism.  The legalistic 
Christian is a miserable Christian.      
  
So we see in our passage that the root of legalism is pride.  But we also see the… 
 

II. The fruit of legalism (12:9-14) 
 
Matthew 12:9-14- “He went on from there and entered their synagogue. 10 And a man was there with a 
withered hand. And they asked him, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”—so that they might accuse 
him. 11 He said to them, “Which one of you who has a sheep, if it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will not 
take hold of it and lift it out? 12 Of how much more value is a man than a sheep! So it is lawful to do 
good on the Sabbath.” 13 Then he said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” And the man stretched it 
out, and it was restored, healthy like the other. 14 But the Pharisees went out and conspired against him, 
how to destroy him.” 
 

A.  This passage is fairly straightforward.  Matthew presents these events as happening close in 
time.  Luke’s account informs us that this was a different Sabbath (Luke 6:6).  It was 
probably the next Sabbath.  Once again we see conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees 
over this issue of the Sabbath.  Jesus goes into the local synagogue (religious meeting place) 
and there is a man who has a “withered” hand.  The hand was probably paralyzed and the 
muscles had atrophied.  Obviously, this would have made it very difficult for him to get work 
and make a living, but the Pharisees aren’t concerned about this as at all.  Instead, the 
Pharisees want to use this man as an opportunity to accuse Jesus of breaking their 
Sabbath traditions.   
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B. According to commentators, the Jewish rabbis permitted medical care to be given on the 
Sabbath when a life was in danger.7  But even though having a “withered” hand would have 
been debilitating, the man’s life was obviously not in danger.  And so the Pharisees try to set 
Jesus up by asking, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”  Matthew tells us they asked this 
question because they wanted to “accuse” Jesus.  This was a trap.  But Jesus exposes their 
foolishness by asking a question in return: 

 
Matthew 12:11-12- “He said to them, “Which one of you who has a sheep, if it falls into a pit on the 
Sabbath, will not take hold of it and lift it out? 12 Of how much more value is a man than a sheep! So it is 
lawful to do good on the Sabbath.”  
 

C. It would have been common practice for anyone in the synagogue to bypass the traditions 
of the elders and help the sheep out of the pit.  Jesus was confident that even these 
Pharisees would have allowed mercy to the animal to overcome their Sabbath traditions.  
Men and women are made in the image of God.  People are more valuable than sheep.  So it 
is right to heal on the Sabbath.  God’s intention had always been that His people would do 
“good on the Sabbath” (12:13).   

 
D. Then Jesus told the man to stretch out his hand and when he did, it was healed—“it was 

restored, healthy like the other (12:13).  But then notice the reaction of the Pharisees.  They 
don’t rejoice with the healed man.  They don’t glory in the power of God.  Matthew says the 
Pharisees went out and “conspired against [Jesus], how to destroy Him.”  Luke’s account 
tells us that they were “filled with fury” (Luke 6:11).  They were so upset by Jesus’ rejection 
of their legalistic traditions that they wanted to kill Him.   

 
Looking at Pharisees in this passage, we see very clearly the fruit that legalism produces.  Legalism 
does not produce the “fruit of the Spirit” (Gal. 5:22)—love, joy, peace, etc.  Instead, in our passage we 
see THREE FRUITS that legalism produces:  a lack of mercy, anger, and a condemning spirit.   
 

a. Fruit #1- A lack of mercy.  Both in their indifference towards the hunger of the 
disciples (12:1) and their lack of concern for the man with the “withered” hand, the 
Pharisees demonstrated a staggering lack of mercy for others.  The Pharisees did 
not care about people.  They only cared that their standard of righteousness be 
kept.  The Pharisees were only concerned that the people of Israel continue to look 
at them as the theological elites who rightly understood God’s Law.  They had no 
time for the suffering of others.   

 
Illustration:  This is what legalism will do in our hearts as well.  We won’t be merciful towards others in 
need.  We won’t be passionate about reaching our lost friends.  We won’t be passionate about reaching 
the nations for Jesus.  But we will be passionate to make others in the church line up with our standards.   
We will be zealous that the music of the church lines up with our preferences.  We will be zealous that 
people look the way we want them to look, and do what we want them to do.     
 
 
 

                                                           
7
 Ibid., 305. 
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b. Fruit #2- Anger.  The Pharisees were upset when they saw Jesus’ disciples eating 
grain from the field on the Sabbath.  And they were absolutely furious when Jesus 
healed the man with the withered hand on the Sabbath.  Why?  Because their 
legalistic standard had been broken.   

 
Illustration: In the same way, legalism in our hearts will make us angry when our personal standards are 
broken.  The anger doesn’t come simply because we disagree with someone.  The anger comes because, 
when we are given over to legalism, we feel like those who disagree with us are attacking our source 
of righteousness before God.  And so we will quickly get angry at them.    
 

c. Fruit #3--A condemning spirit.  The Pharisees in our passage were quick to condemn 
the disciples and they were looking for opportunities to condemn Jesus.   

 
Illustration:  And legalism in our hearts will lead us to condemn others as unworthy and sinful and 
useless, when they trespasses our standards.      
 
Imagine a church filled with unmerciful, angry, and condemning people.   
 
Principle:  When legalism thrives in a local church, the church soon ceases to look like Heaven and 
begins to look like Hell. 
 
Application: Pray that Christ Fellowship will never be characterized by these things.   
 
A Contrast 
 
But in contrast to the ugly fruit of legalism, I want us conclude our time this morning by briefly 
considering the example of Jesus that Matthew describes in 12:15-21… 
 
Matthew 12: 15-21- “Jesus, aware of this, withdrew from there. And many followed him, and he healed 
them all 16 and ordered them not to make him known. 17 This was to fulfill what was spoken by the 
prophet Isaiah: 18 “Behold, my servant whom I have chosen, my beloved with whom my soul is well 
pleased. I will put my Spirit upon him, and he will proclaim justice to the Gentiles. 19 He will not quarrel 
or cry aloud, nor will anyone hear his voice in the streets; 20 a bruised reed he will not break, and a 
smoldering wick he will not quench, until he brings justice to victory; 21 and in his name the Gentiles will  
hope.” 
  

A. The two scenes of conflict that we have seen so far were ugly.  The proud and 
legalistic Pharisees wrongly confronted Jesus for not living up to their standards.  
But Matthew includes 12:15-21, to give us a beautiful picture of the Savior who is 
characterized by MERCY.   
 

B. When Jesus became aware of the plotting of the Pharisees, He left the area and 
continued His ministry.  Look at 12:15.  Jesus “healed” all who followed Him.   

 
C. Then Matthew explains that Jesus’s actions of withdrawing from conflict and 

demonstrating mercy was a direct fulfillment of OT Scripture.  Matthew quotes 
Isaiah 42:1-3, showing that Jesus’ ministry as the Suffering Servant of the Lord 
would be characterized by GENTLENESS as He faithfully worked salvation for the 
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nations.  Jesus didn’t thrive on controversy.   He was “meek and lowly in heart” 
(11:29).  And He was tender towards the sufferings of others.   

 
Look at the difference between the Pharisees and Jesus in their treatment of people.  The Pharisees 
bound the people with burdensome traditions and laws, but Jesus loosed people from the power of 
sin.  The Pharisees oppressed the people, but Jesus was gentle with people—“a bruised reed he will 
not break, and a smoldering wick he will not quench” (12:20).   
 
Application:  Does your understanding of God and His commandments make you harsh or gentle 
towards people?  Are you like the Pharisees—causing others to feel burdened as they try to keep your 
personal standards?  Or are you like Jesus—delighting to show mercy to those who are struggling, and 
weak, and needy?   
 
Those who follow Jesus will be merciful.  Jesus didn’t come to quarrel and fight, but to give rest to all 
who trust in Him.  Jesus came to work a great salvation for His people!   
 
That leads us to the Gospel… 
 
The Gospel 
 
 That is why Jesus came!  Jesus came so that His people could experience the rest of salvation 
that the Sabbath pointed to.  You and I had rebelled against God.  We sinned against God and others.  
For some of us, that sin looked like legalism.  It looked like being merciless, and angry, and condemning 
towards others.  But Jesus came to live a perfect life.   He came to live the kind of life you and I should 
have lived, but have failed to live.  Then He gave His life up on the cross in the place of sinners.  Jesus 
died on the cross to satisfy the justice of God against the sins of His people.  Jesus rose from the dead 
demonstrating that God had accepted His sacrifice!  Now all who turn from their sins and trust in Jesus 
are forgiven for their sins and reconciled to God.  They become perfectly righteous in God’s eyes.  They 
don’t have to try to be righteous in God’s eyes by what they do or don’t do anymore.  Jesus’ frees 
them from legalism!   Jesus gives them REST.   
 
Balance:  But keep in mind, Jesus doesn’t free us from legalism so that we can live however we want.  
No, Jesus frees us from a burdensome, legalistic, false righteousness so that we can pursue true 
righteousness in Him.  We don’t work our way up to God’s approval.  In Christ, we have received God’s 
full approval.  Now, our delight is to take up Christ’s “yoke” (Matt. 11:29), and live by faith for Him.  
Now we are free to live a life of obedience to Scripture that brings a smile to the face of our Heavenly 
Father.  When we take up the Christ’s “yoke” we find “rest for our souls.” (Matt. 11:29) 
 
Conclusion 
 

What about you?  Have you entered into the rest that Jesus freely offers?  Brothers and sisters, 
you and I can’t be righteous before God based on what we do or don’t do.  But we don’t have to earn 
God’s favor by our own acts of righteousness.  Perfect righteousness has been given to us as a gift of 
God’s mercy.  We who deserved judgment have received mercy!  And out of love and gratitude we 
want to live for King Jesus.  May God help us do that this week!  Let’s pray…      
 
 


