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So, here we are again, returning to a passage we’ve seen before in this series.  This pair of 

sabbath stories that we encounter in Luke 6 were a basis for some of Julie’s reflections a few 

weeks ago, and they are very reminiscent of the similar passage in Matthew 12 that we’ve come 

back around to on three different occasions.  So, I have to tell you that I was a bit surprised that, 

when I came to the line that is the focus of today, verse 9 in which Jesus asks, “I ask you, is it 

lawful to do good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to destroy it,” I heard a certain 

intonation in those words that took me down a whole different path in my reflections this week. 

 

In recent years, as handheld devices and social media have become increasingly pervasive in 

society, there is simply no doubt that there are many, many things we have learned about 

communication and human interaction.  Among those many things, I would suggest, is that we 

have increasingly come face to face with the limitations of the written word.  One of the earliest 

lessons, I think, was that of attempts towards sarcasm.  I very clearly recall the early years of e-

mailing and texting in which someone would make some off-hand sarcastic comment, only to 

later realize that it didn’t come across that way at all to the readers.  And, it turns out, that was 

just the tip of the iceberg!  Just earlier this week, I had a member reply to an email I had sent, 

asking for a phone call, because she saw some misconceptions in the email I had written.  It 

turned out that there weren’t really misconceptions, but that what I had written was much clearer 

in my mind than it was to her eyes. 

 

From generation to generation, the potential power of the written word has been proven again 

and again.  At the same time, however, our recent attempts to engage more and more of our 

dialog through written communication has proven that the written word can also be problematic.  

One of the greatest places of growth in our church, throughout the pandemic, is that we are now 

recording and distributing videos of our services each week.  Although we still need to send out 

printed sermons for those who access them that way, the truth is that I’ve always struggled with 

printed sermons because I’m confident that most of them simply do not come off the page in the 

same manner in which they are heard when spoken aloud.  There is nuance and inflection to the 

spoken word that simply cannot be conveyed in writing, and the absence of that auditory context 

can deeply influence what it is we ‘hear’ in the words we are reading.  All of that, I want to 

suggest, is my long way around to what I heard in this 9th verse of Luke 6 this week. 

 



Page #2 

“I ask you,’” Jesus says, “is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to 

destroy it?”  In all the years I’ve read these words – that’s how I’ve heard them.  In fact, I took 

this passage into Julie’s office earlier this week to see how they were likely to come off with her 

voice this morning, and I heard the same thigs.  “Is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the 

sabbath, to save life or to destroy it?”  The question, as I’ve always heard it in Luke 6, is one of 

going back to the root of doing ANYTHING on the sabbath.  ‘Is it lawful to do good or to do 

harm?’  ‘Is it lawful to save a life or destroy it?’  ‘Is there anything you can do on the sabbath?’  

These are the questions I’ve always heard in Jesus words here.   

 

When I came to that phrase this week, however, I heard an entirely different question.  As I 

pictured Jesus there – with the ailing man to his right and his detractors to his left – what I heard 

in these words was Jesus offering something entirely different.  What I heard was Jesus asking, 

‘Is it lawful to do good or to do harm?’  ‘Is it lawful to save a life, or to destroy it?’  Do you hear 

that subtle difference?  Now, is that what Jesus was really asking here?  Was his nuance and 

inflection more akin to how I’ve always read it in the past?  Was it more in the presentation of a 

‘one or the other,’ either/or, manner in which I heard it this week?  The truth is that we don’t 

know.  But, as I listened to those words of Jesus, and as I imagined him turning to his critics with 

these comments, what I heard Jesus saying was, ‘You only have two choices here!’  What I 

heard Jesus saying was, ‘You’re going to do SOMETHING on this sabbath whether you realize 

it or not!’  What I heard Jesus saying was, ‘You’re either going to do good, or you’re going to do 

harm.’  What I heard Jesus saying was, ‘Either you’re helping, or you’re hurting, because there is 

no other option!’  

 

That’s the spirit that sent me to that familiar passage from Matthew 25.  I think this is an image 

that many of us have encountered a number of times.  Jesus sets out this image as though people 

are being separated like sheep from goats, with the sheep being those who have helped, loved, 

supported, shown compassion, and so forth, to Jesus.  ‘But, when did we do any of that for you?’ 

the people ask.  ‘When you did it for the least of those I love, you did it for me.’  It’s such a rich 

affirmation of that underlying notion that our route to showing our love for Jesus comes in our 

showing love for one another.   

 

It’s the goats’ side, however, that really drew me to this passage in light of what I had heard in 

those words of Jesus in Luke 6.  ‘You that are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire 

prepared for the devil and his angels; 42 for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty 

and you gave me nothing to drink, 43 I was a stranger and you did not welcome me, naked and 

you did not give me clothing, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’  (Matthew 25: 41-43).  

The people ask, of course, ‘When did we not do those things for you?’  And, Jesus responds, 

‘When you didn’t do them for those I love, you didn’t do it for me.’   

 

Now, there is that fundamental lesson of loving others as our way to show our love for Jesus, and 

it’s easy to quickly get swept up into that notion of the sheep and goats being separated as the 

goats are sent away to eternal punishment.  For me, however, in the context of this sabbath 

exchange that we heard from Jesus in Luke 6, what stood out was what made these people the 

goats – what it was that distinguished them from the sheep.  Jesus describes the sheep – those 

who have ‘done right’ by him – by listing what they have done: 

• I was hungry and you gave me food. 
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• I was thirsty and you gave me a drink. 

• I was a stranger and you welcomed me. 

• I was naked and you clothed me. 

• I was sick and you took care of me. 

• I was in prison and you visited me. 

 

Jesus describes the sheep – those who have ‘done right’ by him – by affirmatively listing that 

which they have done.  ‘I rejoice that you did these things for me.’ 

 

When Jesus turns to those goats, however, I think it is imperative to realize the subtle difference 

in that which defines a goat. 

• I was hungry and you didn’t feed me. 

• I was thirsty and you didn’t give me a drink. 

• I was a stranger and you didn’t welcome me. 

• I was naked and you didn’t clothe me. 

• I was sick and you didn’t care for me. 

• I was in prison and you didn’t visit me. 

 

When Jesus describes the sheep – those who have ‘done right’ by him – he does so by 

affirmatively listing that which they have done.  ‘I rejoice that you did these things for me.’  The 

subtle distinction for the goats, however, is that it has nothing to do with what they’ve done at 

all.  I think we subconsciously read into this narrative from Jesus and see the sheep as the ones 

who have done the good things, while the goats are those who have done the bad things.  The 

truth, however, is that there is nothing about bad acts in this image at all!  The goats aren’t 

projected as evil or malicious in any way.  The goats aren’t presented as those who did horrible 

things to others.  No, the question isn’t about what the goats DID at all – it’s about what they 

didn’t do!  What separates a sheep from a goat in this image is not that some did good while 

others did bad.  What separates the sheep from the goats is that the sheep acted towards the needs 

of others, while the goats didn’t.   

 

It is the same thing that I heard as I listened to those words of Jesus, and I imagined him turning 

to his critics and saying asking, ‘Is it lawful to do good or is it lawful to do harm?’  ‘You only 

have two choices here!’  ‘You’re going to do SOMETHING on this sabbath whether you realize 

it or not!’  In other words, ‘Either you’re helping, or you’re hurting, because there is no other 

option!’ 

 

A few weeks ago, when we were reflecting on the similar passage from Matthew 12, we focused 

on the fundamental call to help others and the fact that there is nothing that takes priority over 

the needs of others.  We don’t get to make excuses that something else is more important.  In 

many ways, what I heard in this phrase from Jesus, this week – and what I see so clearly 

affirmed in his image of the sheep and the goats – is really another angle of that same argument.   

• I think that Jesus makes fundamentally clear that, when it comes to the needs around us, 

disengagement isn’t an option.   

• I think that Jesus makes fundamentally clear that, when it comes to the pains of others, 

‘staying out of it’ is simply not a choice that we have.   
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• I think that Jesus makes fundamentally clear that, when it comes to the hurt that 

surrounds us, we can do good, or we can do harm.  We can help or we can hurt.  We can 

be a part of the solution or a part of the problem…   

 

I could continue on with the proverbial adages all day.  But, what I heard in those from Jesus – 

whether it’s how he said them or not – is very clear.  ‘Is it lawful to do good or is it lawful to do 

harm?’  ‘You only have two choices here!’  ‘When faced with the need of another you’re going 

to do SOMETHING whether you realize it or not!’  ‘So, either you’re helping, or you’re hurting, 

because there is no other option!’  

 


