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Our first reading, this morning, takes us back, a few weeks, to where our summer series began.  

As I noted when we first started, there are only a few of these sabbath exchanges in the Gospels, 

but a number of these exchanges include multiple perspectives that Jesus offers on the sabbath 

questions that are raised.  These early verses from Matthew 12 have already been the focus of 

two of our series sermons, but we come back to these verse a third time, now, to continue on 

with what’s next.  The twelfth chapter begins with that story we’ve already shared about the 

disciples plucking grain on the sabbath, and Jesus’ initial response to the questions that are 

raised, but then continues straight on into another moment of conflict a short while later.  So, this 

is the entire sabbath story as told in Matthew 12, verses 1-14. 

 

 

Jesus Heals on the Sabbath – Matthew 12: 1-14 

 

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 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 and his companions were hungry? 4 He entered the 

house of God and ate the bread of the Presence, which it was not lawful for him or his 

companions to eat, but only for the priests. 5 Or have you not read in the law that on the sabbath 

the priests in the temple break the sabbath and yet are guiltless? 6 I tell you, something greater 

than the temple is here. 7 But 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.” 

 

9 He left that place and entered their synagogue; 10 a man was there with a withered hand, and 

they asked him, “Is it lawful to cure on the sabbath?” so that they might accuse him. 11 He said 

to them, “Suppose one of you has only one sheep and it falls into a pit on the sabbath; will you 

not lay hold of it and lift it out? 12 How much more valuable is a human being than a sheep! So 

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, as sound as the other. 14 But the Pharisees went out and 

conspired against him, how to destroy him. 
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Reflections 

 

Now, we’re going to get into the parable of the Good Samaritan in a moment, but I want to take a 

minute to share a brief story.  As some of you know, our family took some time, over the Fourth 

of July, to travel to Indiana and Michigan to visit family and friends we had not seen in 2 years.  

It was a true joy to see people we’d missed for so long, and despite some travel hiccups that 

happened along way (and what seems to be a curse that lies upon us every time we enter the state 

of Indiana), it was a great time.  As wonderful as it was to see everyone, however, I will also 

admit that it was, at times, a bit overwhelming as we were bouncing from house to house, trying 

to cram so much visitation into a short window of time.  There was a moment, then, in which that 

particular sensibility played out a bit, as we were preparing to leave my mother’s apartment, one 

afternoon, and Sharon was bustling around trying to find her phone. 

 

She looked for a minute but couldn’t find it (not an entirely unusual scenario in our home).  

Luckily, Sharon has an Apple Watch for such moments that allows her to push a button and 

cause her phone to ring so that she can track it down.  Sharon pushed the button, it sounded as 

though the phone was near her, so she started looking in that area – to no avail.  She moved to 

another portion of the apartment, pushed the button again, and again, it sounded nearby, but she 

couldn’t find it.  Finally, she pushed the button a third time, only to discover that the phone had 

been in her pocket the entire time! 

 

Despite the laughter and jokes that came in that moment at my beloved’s expense, the reality is 

that I am recurrently amazed at the manner in which we can, for so many reasons, so readily 

overlook those things that are just right in front of us!  And that, I want to suggest, is the heart of 

what Jesus is trying to bring out in his image of that sheep stuck in a pit, and it’s the reason that 

this sabbath response from Jesus immediately drew my heart to the familiar parable of the Good 

Samaritan.   

 

 

The Parable of the Good Samaritan – Luke 10: 25-37 

 

Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to inherit eternal 

life?” 26 He said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you read there?” 27 He answered, 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 

strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.” 28 And he said to him, “You 

have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.” 

  

29 But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” 30 Jesus replied, 

“A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who 

stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead. 31 Now by chance a priest was 

going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. 32 So likewise a 

Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33 But a Samaritan 

while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 34 He went to 

him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his own 

animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 35 The next day he took out two 
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denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care of him; and when I come back, I will 

repay you whatever more you spend.’ 36 Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to 

the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” 37 He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” 

Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.” 

  

 

Reflections 

 

This parable of the Good Samaritan is, in my mind, one of the clearest and most succinct 

parables that Jesus shares.  Faced with a question about what it means to ‘love your neighbor as 

yourself,’ Jesus shares this parable of a man robbed and beaten, left for dead on the side of the 

road.  After two ‘noble’ men of faith pass by without as much as a modicum of assistance, it’s 

the lowly Samaritan who actually stops and helps this person in need.  ‘What does it mean to 

love your neighbor?’ Jesus says.  ‘It means that.’  We preachers can have all sorts of homiletical 

fun with the various intricacies of the story, but the fundamental message is really that clear – if 

you see a need, you help.  That’s the message Jesus is driving home here. 

 

What I think is a far more underappreciated detail of this tale as Jesus shares it, however, is the 

context of those two men of faith who wander by with seeming disregard for the need of another.  

We read this story and, quite understandably, we see these men not only as people that should 

care, but as those people who REALLY should care!  These are men of leadership in their faith.  

These are men that are expected to live to the highest standards of their convictions.  We read 

this story with an understanding of their role in society, and it really heightens that perceived 

hypocrisy of these upright and religious men not fulfilling one of the core tenets of their faith.  In 

many ways, their seeming selfishness serves to simply drive home Jesus’ point that much more 

succinctly. 

 

The subtle background, however, that informs that story a bit differently, is that these men of 

faith, whom we so expect could and should be helpful to this man in need, are the same men who 

very well may have had very justifiable reasons not to.  The priest had to maintain a degree of 

ritual purity in order to serve his role in the temple, and the Levite had very similar concerns.  

These lofty men of faith weren’t only seen as those who should be examples of faithfulness, but 

were people who served specific purposes in the expression of the faith of the community as a 

whole, and coming into contact with that beaten and bloodied man could have readily impeded 

their ability to serve that purpose.  It’s always hard to try to judge how much we ought to read 

into these parables that Jesus shares, but I think it is fair to consider that the image of these men 

crossing by on the other side may not make them the selfish and heartless hypocrites that we so 

often make them out to be.  They could have just as readily been men of faith making judgments 

about the priorities of their faithful living.   

 

What’s important about that detail, then, I think, is that we can’t just demonize these men as 

those who callously disregarded the pain and suffering of another, but might be better served by 

being drawn into their discernment of if and how to engage with that need in the face of the so 

many other things that commanded their time, their energy, and their commitment.  What’s 

important about that detail, I think, is that we can’t just assume that these heartless men didn’t 

care, but have to consider why they made the choice to not get involved.  What’s important about 
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that detail is that these men aren’t necessarily villains who didn’t think that person’s pain 

mattered, but very well may have been devoted men of faith who decided that something else 

mattered more.  And that, I think, is where all of this comes together. 

 

The simple, yet powerful, image that Jesus paints in Matthew, with that reference to the sheep in 

need on the sabbath, paints a picture of a devoted farmer, caring for his animals, who on the 

sabbath suddenly finds himself staring down that pit with a helpless sheep at the bottom in 

despair – possibly injured – with no way out.  ‘Would you really just stand there?’  Jesus asks.  

‘Would you really let that innocent sheep suffer, perhaps die, instead of simply lifting it out to 

safety?’  Do you see the parallels, here, with the Good Samaritan?  In Matthew it is a farmer 

looking down at a helpless and injured sheep – in the parable it is a priest and a Levite looking 

across the road at a helpless and injured man – but, in both cases, the fundamental question is the 

same.  ‘Do you really expect me to let some regulation of law get in the way of healing the 

suffering before my eyes?’  ‘Do you really think those men of faith were being true to their faith 

when they crossed the road to the other side?’  ‘Do you really believe that there is anything that 

matters more than the pain and hurt of another?’ 

 

“‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 

mind.’” Jesus says in Matthew 22, “This is the greatest and first commandment. 39 And a 

second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’  On these two commandments hang 

all the law and the prophets.”  (Matthew 22: 37-40)  It’s that last line that is so key.  “On these 

two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.”  The Law is important – the rules need to 

be followed to spirit towards which they were intended – Jesus makes that clear, repeatedly, in 

his preaching.  All of that comes second, however…all of that follows…those first two 

fundamental principles of faith: love God and love others!  There are so many things in life that 

are important, but what matters first is that: love God and love others! 

 

The reason I shared that story about that moment with Sharon unable to find her phone was not 

to poke fun at her, but because it was this nominal, and yet real-life, reminder of how quickly 

and readily this life can cause us to miss out, overlook, or choose to not to see, those things that 

are right in front of us – and so many of those things are so much more pressing than those few 

moments it takes for us to locate the phone that’s been in our pockets all along! 

 

The reality is that we confront the need and pain of others constantly in our lives.  In our 

families…in our workplaces…with our friends…with those who come across our paths we’ve 

never met before and will likely never see again…  Most of us can’t go hours, much less days, 

without running head on into the needs and the pains that surround us.  And, by no means am I 

suggesting that we can be, or that we should ever strive to be, all things to all people! 

 

The reality, however, is that we will be constantly confronted with the pain, the brokenness, and 

the needs of others, and we will constantly be consciously and subconsciously thrust into those 

moments that we see in these stories today.   

• There will be times that we will be akin to that farmer staring down at the sheep in that 

pit – so aware of the need, but convinced that there is some excuse that justifies our 

decision not to help. 
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• There will be times that we will be the priest or the Levite, seeing the need from afar, but 

keeping our distance because we know there is something else that’s more important for 

us to do. 

• And yes, there will be times that we will be like Sharon, so distracted by the bustling of 

the moment that we don’t even see the need that’s lingering right before our eyes. 

 

The reality is that we will be constantly confronted with the pain, the brokenness, and the need of 

others.  And, the reality is that we will constantly be consciously and subconsciously thrust into 

those moments that we see in these stories today.  In all of those moments, however, the voice of 

Jesus will be calling out to us as it did to those who asked those pressing questions some two 

millennia ago.  ‘Are you really going to let that be your excuse?’  ‘Are you telling me that’s 

more important the need of another?’  ‘Are you truly going to allow yourself to overlook the pain 

that’s right in front of your eyes?’   

 

Day after day – sometimes hour after hour and even minute after minute – we will be confronted 

with the pain, the need and the brokenness that surrounds us.  And no matter which of these 

storied patterns we fall into, the voice of Jesus will be calling out with that clarion reminder: 

‘Love God, and love others,’ because that’s what matters! 


