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Luke 6:1-16 
The Question about the Sabbath 
 6:1One sabbath while Jesus was going through the grainfields, his disciples 
plucked some heads of grain, rubbed them in their hands, and ate them. 2But 
some of the Pharisees said, “Why are you doing what is not lawful on the 
sabbath?” 3Jesus answered, “Have you not read what David did when he and 
his companions were hungry? 4He entered the house of God and took and ate 
the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, 
and gave some to his companions?” 5Then he said to them, “The Son of Man is 
lord of the sabbath.” 
 
The Man with a Withered Hand 
 6On another sabbath he entered the synagogue and taught, and there was a 
man there whose right hand was withered. 7The scribes and the Pharisees 
watched him to see whether he would cure on the sabbath, so that they might 
find an accusation against him. 8Even though he knew what they were 
thinking, he said to the man who had the withered hand, “Come and stand 
here.” He got up and stood there. 9Then Jesus said to them, “I ask you, is it 
lawful to do good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to destroy it?” 
10After looking around at all of them, he said to him, “Stretch out your hand.” 
He did so, and his hand was restored. 11But they were filled with fury and 
discussed with one another what they might do to Jesus. 
 
Jesus Chooses the Twelve Apostles 
 12Now during those days he went out to the mountain to pray; and he spent 
the night in prayer to God. 13And when day came, he called his disciples and 
chose twelve of them, whom he also named apostles: 14Simon, whom he 
named Peter, and his brother Andrew, and James, and John, and Philip, and 
Bartholomew, 15and Matthew, and Thomas, and James son of Alphaeus, and 
Simon, who was called the Zealot, 16and Judas son of James, and Judas 
Iscariot, who became a traitor. 
 
 
  I have always felt that God’s call upon my life has been pretty clear. 

The implementation of that call hasn’t always been as straight forward as I 

expected BUT the call has always been clear. 



  Once I experienced the living Jesus; once he became more than just a 

figure out of a story book for me and once I had experienced his forgiveness 

and his presence in my life, then all I really wanted to do was tell people 

about this Jesus.  

  I had gone to church my entire life but up until I had my encounter with 

Jesus I thought it was just “church.” You sat in a pew (or in my case, the 

choir loft) and went through the motions but it was more like a well-

rehearsed play. We all knew when to stand up and when to sit down. We all 

knew what we needed to say and when it fit into the service. We (I) could go 

through the whole hour on “auto-pilot.” I didn’t really have to think about 

what was going on as long as I knew my lines and my ques BUT once I 

understood that the Jesus we were talking about (or talking around) was 

actually able to do what he said; that he was actually able to offer me 

forgiveness and new life then I wanted to make sure that everybody 

understood that we weren’t gathering to play church; we were gathering to 

be the church. We were there to be thankful. 

  So what I initially envisioned was that I would just travel around and 

tell people about Jesus. I wasn’t thinking of where I would live or how I 

would buy food; those things were secondary; hurdles to get around. I simply 

wanted to tell people about a Jesus who could take an ordinary, broken 

person like me and give them a brand new start. 

  I didn’t really have much of a strategy. I was thinking that I could sing 

some songs, share my story and then move on to the next place BUT I didn’t 

really know how I would make that happen. My friends were telling me that I 

should be a pastor and I don’t know exactly why they thought this would be 

the role that I should play BUT they apparently saw something in me that I 

didn’t see and they thought that pastoral ministry was the direction that I 

should go. This is (parenthetically) how the church is supposed to work which 



is why in the United Methodist system the first people to evaluate and 

possibly approve any applicant for pastoral ministry are the people in a local 

congregation. 

  So, while I was trying to process all of these voices that I was hearing I 

made the mistake of mentioning this to my local church pastor and he told 

the District Superintendent and the Superintendent called me up and asked 

if I would be willing to serve a local congregation. I think at some point in the 

conversation he said that serving in this way would be the best way to 

determine if this was indeed what God was calling me to do. I think the 

reality was that he was responsible for finding someone to serve the churches 

under his supervision and I was his best option at the time. So, at the ripe old 

age of 21 I was given the responsibility of shepherding two small 

congregations.  

  Now, on the surface you might think that this would be perfect. I was 

being given a ready-made platform for talking about Jesus AND they were 

going to pay me to do it; not a lot, but it did help answer some of the 

pragmatic questions about how I would survive while I was telling people 

about Jesus.  

  The only thing I didn’t recognize at the time was that these two small 

churches weren’t starting out as a couple of blank slates. These were 

churches that had history and tradition and expectations about how things 

should go. They had opinions about how I should dress and what I should 

preach about and what time the services should start AND I quickly learned 

that my job was going to be a lot more complicated than just talking about 

Jesus. In fact, I found that there were even some people who didn’t like it 

when I talked about Jesus. 

  As I said, I wanted more than anything else to tell people about what 

Jesus had done for me BUT it got a bit convoluted and I got a bit distracted. I 



had opportunity to talk about my faith BUT I also had to take crash courses 

on how to run a mimeograph machine and how to lead a Church Council 

meeting and how to fill out denominational reports. I even had to dabble in 

furnace repair and replacing lightbulbs and fixing leaking toilets AND in case 

you’re wondering there are no classes in seminary for those particular 

challenges.  

  I also began to realize that many of the people that I was leading didn’t 

want to be lead; they wanted to be served AND everybody had a different 

idea about what was most important (what I needed to be doing right NOW). 

  When Julie and I were living in Southern Indiana, I was serving three 

little churches while I was commuting to seminary. It was a 2.5-hour drive 

one way from our home to the seminary AND during certain times of the year 

I had to include a time change when I crossed the border from Indiana into 

Kentucky. This meant that there were times when I had to leave 3.5 hours 

ahead of time to drive 2.5 hours to get to my first class on time. 

  I remember one summer I was trying to keep up on everything that I 

had to do and I was just getting ready to change so I could run to 

Indianapolis to visit someone who was in the hospital there. And, I got a call 

from the Chair of the Trustees who insisted that I drop everything and mow 

the parsonage lawn because (as he said) “people are beginning to talk.” In my 

defense, the grass wasn’t that long and the real irony was that it was his wife 

that I was going to see. BUT, apparently making sure that the parsonage 

grass didn’t get too long needed to be my job number one. 

  When I first started out in ministry, I had the assumption that all of us 

together were supposed to be trying to do what I felt God had called me to do. 

All of us together were on a mission to tell the world about how wonderful 

Jesus is and about how Jesus is able to take our brokenness and make it 

whole again. BUT somewhere along the way, many of us got distracted and 



we began to care more about some particular aspect of the ministry of the 

Church than we did about the actual ministry of the church. Many of us got 

sidetracked or adopted pet projects or lost the larger context of what we were 

trying to do. 

  This is what we see happening in the story that we read for today. 

Jesus’ disciples were walking through a wheat field on the Sabbath day and 

pulling heads of grain off as they walked. They were grabbing a little all 

natural, high fiber snack as they crossed the field AND the Pharisees (who 

were always trying to find something to criticize Jesus about) started to 

complain; not about them taking a few heads of wheat but about the disciples 

WORKING on the Sabbath. Harvesting on the Sabbath was against the 

Jewish religious law and idly reaching out and stripping a few heads of wheat 

as they walked through the field was classified as “harvesting.”  

  The religious group known as the Pharisees felt that they were 

responsible for enforcing all of the many religious rules that had been 

established and so they got all bent out of shape and they wanted Jesus to 

make his disciples stop. They didn’t care where these people were going or if 

they were hungry or needy. All they cared about was making sure that they 

didn’t break the rules. 

  We see the same thing in the next vignette that was included in this 

morning’s reading. A man with a “withered hand” came to Jesus on the 

Sabbath and wanted to be healed. Again, the Pharisees were right there 

watching because the Law said that you could not “heal” on the Sabbath. It 

was considered work. The law had an exemption for saving a person’s life. 

BUT if it wasn’t critical, it had to wait. A withered hand wasn’t considered 

critical. 

  We need to remember that the people of Israel (the children of 

Abraham) had been called out of the world to represent God. They had been 



“set aside” (made “holy”) for God’s purposes and their purpose was to do 

whatever they could to invite everyone they met into a relationship with the 

living God that would transform their lives and transform their world. Their 

calling was my calling. 

  They were given rules to help guide their lives; to shape how they lived 

so that their lives could be a witness to the presence of this ONE, TRUE, 

ALMIGHTY GOD. But they had taken what was meant to be a “tool” for the 

work they were called to do and made it into an elaborate and complicated set 

of rules that did more to push people away then it did to invite people in. 

  So, we come to moments like this one where the Pharisees thought it 

was an offense against God to heal a man with a withered hand. The irony 

about this moment was that the Pharisees were considered the MOST 

religious (the most spiritual) people in their culture AND in Jewish law the 

Sabbath was supposed to be a reflection of what heaven was like. Something 

was wrong with this picture. So Jesus said to them, 

“The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.  
So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.” Mark 2:27-28 

… and then he told the man to stretch out his hand and the man was healed. 

  The saddest thing about this encounter is that the Pharisees were so 

ingrained in their way of thinking that they couldn’t even celebrate a man 

being healed. In fact, it says, 

“… they were filled with fury and discussed with one another  
what they might do to Jesus.” Luke 6:11 

  They didn’t want to accept the message and so they decided to kill the 

messenger. 

  As we read these words today we are supposed to understand that in 

many ways WE are the Pharisees. We are (too often) those people who have 

sacrificed the mission of the church for our own particular piece of the 

church. WE are supposed to understand that we also can get so wrapped up 



in our own pet projects, our own rules that we forget that all of us together 

are supposed to be reaching out to the least and the lost and inviting them 

into a relationship with Jesus that will transform their lives. 

  In the beginning of the book of the Revelation of John, the “son of man” 

(the risen Christ) speaks to seven different representative churches and 

points out where they lost their way. To the church in Ephesus he says, 

“But I have this against you, that you have abandoned the love you 
had at first. Remember then from what you have fallen; repent,  

and do the works you did at first.” Revelation 2:4-5 

  I read these words and realize that (in many ways) Jesus is talking to 

me.  

  These words could be applied to the Pharisees in Jesus’ day BUT sadly 

enough these words can also be applied to us. 

  But the Good News is that sometimes (if we are so blessed), we will 

wake up and realize that we have drifted from our first passion; from our first 

calling and we have begun to focus on things that (may be good) but may be 

keeping us from doing what is best; what we have been commanded to do. 

  If we are fortunate we will stop and take a look at our own lives in 

Christ and (like the son in the parable of the prodigal son) we will come to 

our senses, 

“But when he came to himself …” Luke 15:17 

… and return to the one who has always loved us AND then begin to do again 

what we have been called to do from the beginning; tell people about 

Jesus. 

  We are God’s witnesses which means that we need to “repent” 

(turnaround from our wandering) and begin again to work together to reach 

out to a world that is struggling and invite people to meet this Jesus who 

changes lives. This is who we are. This is what we do. 



  In pragmatic terms we are called to BE FOCUSED, to BE STRATEGIC 

and to BE UNITED in this work of inviting people to meet Jesus. God is 

calling you AGAIN. It is time for all of us to step forward and say (in the 

words of Isaiah), “Here am I. Send me.” 

Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send,  
and who will go for us?” And I said, “Here am I; send me!” Isaiah 6:8 

  In the weeks and months to come, you may be asked by someone to take 

a leadership role in the life of this Church. This is what we are hoping to 

begin to do.  

  Ideally, you should be thinking about where your gifts are, where your 

passion is and where you are best suited to serve and then step forward (take 

a step of faith) and tell us (your leadership team) what God is calling you to 

do. BUT since that doesn’t happen very often, we are going to try to begin 

coming to you AND when we do you need to be ready to say, “Here am I. Send 

me.” Not I’ll do it if you can’t find anybody else BUT I’ll do it for the love of 

Jesus. 

  Together we can change the world. 


