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What Matters Most 
(Matthew 12:1-21) 

 
I want to introduce my newest hero to you.  Daryl Davis is a professional musician who has played with Chuck 
Berry, Jerry Lee Lewis, B.B. King, and Bill Clinton; he is a follower of Jesus - and he is a black man who befriends 
white supremacists.  He got interested in white supremacy in 1974 when the head of the American Nazi party 
spoke to his high school class.  The Nazi pointed at Daryl and at the only other black student in the class and said, 
“I’m going to send you back to Africa.”  That interaction drove Mr. Davis to research supremacist groups in America 
and he discovered the best way to learn about this hateful ideology was talking directly to the movement’s 
leaders. He attended KKK rallies, ate with leaders in their homes, and engaged them in conversation. And he 
always begins those relationships by asking, “How can you hate me when you don’t even know me?”  Then he 
listens to their answers, both trying to understand their reasoning and challenging their logic. The results of these 
quiet conversations and the many friendships which have developed out of those conversations are amazing. 
Hundreds of members have left the KKK because of their friendship with Davis. And to celebrate those men who 
leave the Klan, Davis collects their old robes and hoods and he now has several hundred.  If you asked Mr. Davis 
where he finds the courage and the love to attempt to befriend people who hate him, I think he might reply that it 
comes from his faith in Christ and the gospel which has taught him that love is what matters most to God. God is 
love and loved us long before we loved Him.  That’s why Jesus befriended and ate with tax collectors, sinners and 
other enemies of God to bring them home to God.  The better we know Jesus, the more we see that what matters 
most to God is love; love for God and then love for our neighbor – which is the point of Matthew 12 which we’re 
going to look at today as we continue our study of the Gospel of Matthew as he describes the return of God’s king 
to Israel.  This morning I want you to see three things about what matters most to God, the principle, the priority 
and the practice.   

The Principal: because the religious people of Jesus’ day were confused about what mattered most to God. 
Matthew opens this chapter with two Sabbath stories and to understand what’s happening here we need to 
understand why the Sabbath was such a big deal to Jesus’ culture.  In the 10 Commandments, the fourth is pretty 
straightforward.  Exodus 31:13-17.  “The LORD spoke to Moses, saying, "But as for you, speak to the sons of Israel, 
saying, 'You shall surely observe My sabbaths; for {this} is a sign between Me and you throughout your generations, 
that you may know that I am the LORD who sanctifies you. Therefore you are to observe the sabbath, for it is holy 
to you. Everyone who profanes it shall surely be put to death; for whoever does any work on it, that person shall be 
cut off from among his people. For six days work may be done, but on the seventh day there is a sabbath of 
complete rest, holy to the LORD; whoever does any work on the sabbath day shall surely be put to death. So the 
sons of Israel shall observe the sabbath, to celebrate the sabbath throughout their generations as a perpetual 
covenant.'It is a sign between Me and the sons of Israel forever; for in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, 
but on the seventh day He ceased {from labor,} and was refreshed."  Rest from your labor one day a week as God 
rested after He created everything.  The command seems simple enough yet Jesus clashed with His culture more 
often over the Sabbath than over anything else other than His identity as the Son of God.  Why?  To understand 
why the Sabbath was so important to Israel, we need to go back to the 400 years between the end of the Old 
Testament and the arrival of Jesus to the time when Israel was occupied by the Greeks.  After Alexander the Great 
who had conquered that part of the world died, his empire was divided between four of his generals. The Greek 
king, Antiochus Epiphanes ruled Israel and he wanted his kingdom to be one united people which meant every Jew 
needed to embrace Greek culture.  Antiochus commanded the Jews to stop doing everything that made them 
different from the other nations: circumcising their children, only eating certain foods, the temple sacrifices, 
observing the Sabbath; and he commanded them to worship Zeus instead of the Lord.  The Jews rightly believed 
their identity as God’s people was a stake and Jewish patriots began killing Jews who didn’t observe the Sabbath or 
the dietary laws and eventually there was a general uprising in which many Jews were killed, the temple was 



desecrated and Israel suffered for decades under both Greek and Roman rule.  This all happened 200 or so years 
before Jesus but we can understand why observing the Sabbath was so important in Jesus’ day.  The rabbis 
became were obsessed with defining what it meant to work on the Sabbath which eventually led to thousands of 
specific rules about what you could and could not do on the Sabbath. Tools were not even to be touched on the 
Sabbath for fear that people might accidentally perform some form of work.  Tailors were to put away their needle 
a half hour before the Sabbath began so they wouldn’t accidentally put it in their pocket and carry it on the 
Sabbath which the rabbis said constituted work.  Even walking was considered work and so the number of steps 
you could take on the Sabbath was carefully prescribed. By Jesus’ day, what began as a simple command to rest 
one day a week had became the most important command in the Old Testament; and so when Jesus ignored these 
man-made rules, it got Him into hot water as Matthew reports in chapter 12.  “At that time Jesus went through the 
grainfields on the Sabbath, and His disciples became hungry and began to pick the heads of grain and eat.  But 
when the Pharisees saw {this,} they said to Him, "Look, Your disciples do what is not lawful to do on a Sabbath." As 
Jesus and His disciples walk through a field of grain, His disciples grab a snack - which was perfectly legal to do.  
The Law allowed travelers to pick fruit as they walked through fields or orchards as long as they didn’t take any 
more than they could eat at that time.  But the Pharisees - the self-appointed Sabbath police who are always 
watching Jesus and His disciples - say, “Gotcha! Your disciples are breaking the Sabbath because they’re reaping, 
threshing, winnowing and preparing food - all of which are forbidden today!”  “But He said to them, "Have you not 
read what David did when he became hungry, he and his companions, how he entered the house of God, and they 
ate the consecrated bread, which was not lawful for him to eat nor for those with him, but for the priests alone? Or 
have you not read in the Law, that on the Sabbath the priests in the temple break the Sabbath and are innocent? 
But I say to you that something greater than the temple is here. But if you had known what this means, 'I DESIRE 
COMPASSION, AND NOT A SACRIFICE,' you would not have condemned the innocent. For the Son of Man is Lord of 
the Sabbath." (Matt. 12:1-8) Jesus answers the Pharisees’ charge directly from the OT Scriptures, quoting from 
three different passages.  First Jesus asks the Pharisees if they have read about the time when David and his men 
were fleeing from King Saul and were in need of food and how the high priest gave them the bread from the 
tabernacle altar which the Law said only priests were allowed to eat.  Yet the high priest made an exception to that 
law because he believed feeding David and his men was more important; and whenever that story was told in the 
synagogues, the rabbis praised the high priest for his action, even though he had to break a law to meet David’s 
needs. Then Jesus reminds the Pharisees that priests work every Sabbath when the offer the sacrifices prescribed 
by the Law. When the sacrifices which were to be offered daily in the temple and the Sabbath came in conflict, the 
temple sacrifices took precedence over the Sabbath. Jesus’ point is that the command to keep the Sabbath doesn’t 
trump every other command of God.  In the case of David, the high priest believed the command to love his 
neighbor as himself and to feed the hungry was more important than keeping the command about the bread on 
the altar only being eaten by priests. And  the priests’ daily duties in the temple obviously overrule the command 
to not work on the Sabbath and Jesus adds, “something greater than the temple is here” referring to Himself 
because He is the Lord of the Sabbath; meaning that His interpretation of the Law is the only correct interpretation 
– which is why He can declare His disciples as innocent of Sabbath breaking.  If they had broken the Sabbath by 
eating grain in the field, Jesus would have told them.   
 
That brings us to the third passage Jesus refers to and the principle the Pharisees have missed.  Why have the 
Pharisees misinterpreted the Law?  They have completely missed what matters most to God. Jesus tells them to 
read Hosea 6:6; 'I DESIRE COMPASSION, AND NOT A SACRIFICE.”  God loves mercy more than He loves sacrifices as 
exemplified by what the high priest did in the David story.  If there is a conflict between showing compassion and a 
religious rule, compassion wins because loving God and loving people is the whole point of the Law.  The Pharisees 
completely missed what mattered most to God. God never intended the Sabbath to be the burden the rabbis had 
made it. Jesus says in Mark 2:27, “The Sabbath was made for man; not man for the Sabbath.”  God commanded 
the Sabbath for people’s welfare and to give them rest.  The Sabbath was intended to serve people; not people to 
serve the Sabbath.  And like the sacrifices, the laws about food and cleansing of the body, and the various holy 
days in the Law, the Sabbath was simply a picture of the reality which would come when the kingdom of God 
came. That’s why the early church stopped observing the Sabbath altogether.  They understood that the Sabbath 
was a picture of the rest we find in Christ as we cease from our own works to gain God’s approval and rest in the 
finished work of Christ.  Once the reality was here, there was no longer a need for the picture of that reality, just as 
the early church didn’t offer sacrifices or worry about clean and unclean foods or any of the other ceremonial laws.  



Those religious rules were just pictures of what Christ would bring but what Jesus called, “the weighter provisions 
of the Law; justice and mercy and faithfulness,” the things that mattered most to God the Pharisees completely 
missed.  
 
The Pharisees are a great reminder that we can know a lot about the Bible without knowing the Bible. For all their 
vast knowledge of the Law, the Pharisees completely missed the point of the Law – which is love; love for God and 
love for people.  I spent a summer in Mexico teaching the Bible at an institute in Cuernevaca for college students 
from all over the US.  One day we were playing volleyball and as often happened back then, I got carried away by 
my competitiveness and said and did some things I regretted later.  One of the students from Cal who attended 
the institute took me aside after the game and said, “John, I am amazed at how much of the Bible you know (and 
of course, I felt my ego begin to expand – but then she added) and how you can live the way you live.”   That was 
one of the most important rebukes I ever received which is why I remember it so clearly after all these years.  I did 
know a lot about the Bible but I didn’t live it. That’s what happened to the Pharisees.  They were so enmeshed in 
the details of the Bible that they missed the big picture; so focused on the trees that they couldn’t see the forest. 
So here’s the principal from this story.  Whenever we read the Bible, it should motivate us to love people if we’re 
reading it correctly because love is what matters most to God; and so if I have to choose between people’s welfare 
and keeping a religious rule, people’s welfare takes priority.  
 
That’s the principle.  Let’s look at how that principle shaped Jesus’ priorities in the second Sabbath story. 
“Departing from there, He went into their synagogue (the synagogue attended by the Pharisees who just attacked 
Jesus and His disciples in the field.)  And a man {was there} whose hand was withered. (or paralyzed) And they 
questioned Jesus, asking, "Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?"--so that they might accuse Him.” Once again – like 
the story of David and the high priest and like the hungry disciples eating in the field, we have a conflict between a 
religious rule and human need. “And He said to them, "What man is there among you who has a sheep, and if it 
falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will he not take hold of it and lift it out?” If any one of these guys had a sheep fall 
into a hole on the Sabbath, none would leave the sheep in the hole until the end of the Sabbath.  The sheep’s need 
trumps the Sabbath rule.  “How much more valuable then is a man than a sheep!” Jesus asks, if you would do that 
for a sheep, how much more for a fellow human? “So then, it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath." Then He *said 
to the man, "Stretch out your hand!" He stretched it out, and it was restored to normal, like the other. How did 
Jesus know that healing this man was the right thing to do on the Sabbath?  Hosea 6:6, “I desire compassion and 
not sacrifice.”  Jesus had an opportunity to show compassion and so He took it, even on the Sabbath because He 
knew the heart of His Father. But the Pharisees went out and conspired against Him, {as to} how they might 
destroy Him.” (Matt. 12:9-14) You can’t do good on the Sabbath but apparently it’s ok for the Pharisees to do evil 
as they plot to murder Jesus. So in the synagogue, Jesus demonstrates the priority of compassion over religious 
rules which He argued for in the fields; because the purpose of the Law is love; love for God and love for our 
neighbor; and so if the Law doesn’t inspire us to love God and our neighbor better, we are not reading the Law 
correctly because love is what matters most to God.  
 
So we’ve got the principle of what matters most to God, how that principle shaped Jesus’ priorities and now in vs. 
15-21, how that priority shaped Jesus’ day to day practice.  Jesus was the only Man who fulfilled the Law perfectly 
which is why He was the most loving Man who ever lived. “But Jesus, aware of {this,} (aware that the local 
Pharisees were plotting to murder Him) withdrew from there. Many followed Him, and He healed them all, and 
warned them not to tell who He was.  {This was} to fulfill what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet: "BEHOLD, 
MY SERVANT WHOM I HAVE CHOSEN; MY BELOVED IN WHOM MY SOUL is WELL-PLEASED; I WILL PUT MY SPIRIT 
UPON HIM, AND HE SHALL PROCLAIM JUSTICE TO THE GENTILES. HE WILL NOT QUARREL, NOR CRY OUT; NOR WILL 
ANYONE HEAR HIS VOICE IN THE STREETS. A BATTERED REED HE WILL NOT BREAK OFF, AND A SMOLDERING WICK 
HE WILL NOT PUT OUT, UNTIL HE LEADS JUSTICE TO VICTORY. AND IN HIS NAME THE GENTILES WILL HOPE." (Matt. 
12:15-21) If Jesus is the promised King, why doesn’t He act like a king?  Why does He flee from His opposition 
when He could call down fire from heaven on them or send a legion of angels against them?  Who could stand 
against this man who controls nature, disease and demons? Yet when the Pharisees begin plotting how to kill 
Jesus, He moves on.  As people follow Him to be taught and healed, Jesus warns them not to tell what they know 
about Him – why?  Isn’t every person who believes in Jesus to tell others about Him? Today that is the case but in 
Jesus’ day, Matthew says there was another plan and quotes Isaiah 42.  One of Matthew’s themes is how Jesus 



fulfills all the promises and predictions of the king who will save God’s people in the Old Testament and here is 
another one.  The king God sends will not be a revolutionary or military leader but will be quiet, gentle and 
nonviolent until He accomplishes justice by dying in our place.  He comes first as a suffering servant.  Later He will 
return as a conquering king.  But this time He chooses the way of the cross, the way of nonviolence and willingly 
suffering for those who attack Him and reject Him.  Instead of leading a violent revolution, He willingly suffers for 
those who oppose Him. Rather than dominating the weak, He is gentle and patient. That’s what Isaiah means by “a 
battered reed He will not break off, and a smoldering wick he will not put out until He leads justice to victory (until 
God’s justice is satisfied at the cross as Jesus suffers the just punishment for our sins which we deserve) and in His 
name the Gentiles will hope.”  Jesus chose the way of the cross, the path of turning the other cheek and laying 
down His life for us to become our sure hope for salvation.  That’s the gospel.  God doesn’t save us because of 
anything we do.  God saves us because we trust in what Christ did in our behalf.  He lives the life we failed to live 
so that God can credit His perfect record of obedience to us; as if we kept His Law perfectly.  Jesus dies the death 
we deserve to die, bearing our guilt and punishment on the cross so that God can pardon us.  And Jesus rises from 
the dead, defeating death in our behalf so that as He rose, so we will also rise.  One day God will send His Son to 
defeat evil and to destroy His enemies and bring peace to the earth because there will be no rebels left alive.  But 
not today; Jesus did not come to judge the world but that the world might be saved through Him.  He consistently 
practiced the priorities of God’s Law, doing what matters most to God by putting people first, loving us and giving 
us what we need rather than what we deserve.  Jesus exemplified what matters most to God every day of His life.   
Redemption is God restoring His image in us – making us like Himself and therefore, making us like His Son.  And 
the more like Jesus I become, the more people will matter to me.  So why doesn’t what matters most to God 
matter most to me?  Like the Pharisees, I am shaped more by my own interests than by God’s interests. 
 
We don’t live in a religious culture; and we may not be tempted to make religious rules more important than the 
welfare of people like the Pharisees did.  But we do make other things more important than people because like 
the Pharisees than we are blind to how much our own selfishness and pride shape what matters most to us.  
Here’s a list of things we can easily tell ourselves are more important than the people around us. Privacy: I am 
surrounded by needy people in my own neighborhood; people who need encouragement, friendship, help, – 
people who need Christ.  Yet I seldom reach out to them – not because I don’t have the time – but because I tell 
myself that I need my alone time; which means that having time to do what I want matters more to me than 
people do.   But God says, “I desire your compassion, not your privacy.”  Plans: My plans often are more important 
to me than people’s welfare.  I’m task driven.  I’ve always got a daily list of things I need to get done; and if I have 
to choose between spontaneously spending time with someone or moving on to the next thing on my list, I choose 
my plan.  God replies, “I desire your compassion, not your plans.” Personality: People’s personalities are often 
more important to me than their welfare.  Once I decide that someone is obnoxious or tiresome I avoid them 
rather than engage with them.  God replies, “I desire your compassion, not your preferences.  After all, you’re not 
that likeable yourself!” Politics: I heard somebody share this week about a dinner he attended and one of the 
guests ask who he had voted for in the Presidential election.  When he told him, the guy left the table saying, “I 
have to go. I can’t eat with you.”  We live in one of the most politically divisive times in our country’s history; but 
Jesus didn’t say, “Love your neighbor as yourself if he’s a fellow Democrat or a fellow liberal; or if he’s a fellow 
Republican or Conservative.”  And God says, “I desire your compassion, not your politics.” Possessions: The Bible 
warns us about making our possessions more important than the welfare of people.  John writes, “But whoever 
has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need and closes his heart to him, how does the love of God abide in 
him?” (1 John 3:17) If I have what someone needs and know he needs it and refuse to give it to him, John says I 
don’t love God.  Because God says, “I desire your compassion, not your prosperity.” People’s Approval is often 
more important to us than the welfare of those people.  Have you ever kept quiet when you should have spoken 
up to warn somebody about the course they’ve taken?  You think, “That’s not going to end well for them,” yet you 
say nothing.  Why?  We care more about what they think about us than we do about them.  But God says, “I desire 
your compassion, not your popularity.”  Of course the root of all these false values is self-protection.  Our interests 
mean more to us than the interests of others. 
 
Aren’t you glad that Jesus chose what mattered most to God over what mattered most to Himself.  He consistently 
chose His Father’s will over His own will and His Father’s will is to save all those who believe in Christ and what He 
accomplished in our behalf.  That doesn’t mean that Jesus wasn’t tempted by self-interest.  As you look at His 



temptations in the wilderness, each was to put His own interests before God’s interests; to make what mattered 
most to Him in that moment more important than what mattered to His Father.  He faced that temptation again in 
the garden when He prayed, “Not my will but Yours be done.”  Jesus recognized that His natural desire to avoid the 
cross was contrary to God’s will and He chose God’s will.  Jesus lived every moment of His life pursuing what 
mattered most to God and what mattered most to God was our welfare.   A disciple is anyone who follows a 
teacher in order to become like that teacher and as Jesus’ disciples, our goal is to become like Jesus, we need to 
ask ourselves, “Am I responding to what matters most to God or am I responding to my own self-interest?”  
Seeking God’s interests over our own interests is always in our best interest because Jesus promised, “Seek first 
the kingdom of God and its righteousness and everything else will be added to you.”  God is far more committed to 
our welfare than we are and the best thing we can do for ourselves is to make what matters most to Him what 
matters most to us – and that is our neighbor’s welfare.  So who can you bless this week?  To whom can you show 
compassion and mercy?  Who needs your friendship?  Who can you treat the way Jesus treated you?  God says, “I 
desire compassion and not sacrifice.”  Will you give Him what He desires? 
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