
“Love Fulfills the Whole Law” 

Matthew 12:1-16 

 

*blue insert 

Proverbs 14:12 ~ “There is a way which seems right to a man, but its end is 

the way of death.”   

Illus: Start my kids out driving on a gravel road. To begin with, my only goal is for them to 

keep the care between the ditches.  

 

The road which God has intended for us is one of grace that leads to life and 

freedom. It is on this road of grace, that we experience blessing within God-

given bounds. However, this does not come naturally to us. As human 

beings we have a tendency slide of the road into either one ditch or the 

other.  

 

The first ditch (on the right) is licentiousness (unrestrained by law or general 

morality). This the kind of sin-distorted thinking that says, people should be 

able to do whatever they want; no one has the right to limit my personal 

rights—not even God Himself. This person believes he doesn’t need God—

he’s good enough just as he it. This is a form of worldliness that is especially 

popular today.  

  

The problem with licentiousness is that you may be too free, like a person 

jumping out of an airplane unencumbered by a parachute! This is a way that 

may seem right to a man, but it’s a means of pride that will end will lead to 

death.  

 

The other ditch is the opposite extreme of legalism. Legalism is also sin-

distorted thinking that believes one can be godly by what he does. He either 

subtly or blatantly thinks he can make himself good enough for God by his 

external behavior. This is a form of religiosity that may seem right to a man, 

yet it’s a means of pride that will only lead to death.  

 

                                                           
1 R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew (NICNT), pg. 455.  

The purpose of Matthew 12 is in part to steer us away from the ditch of 

legalism which is our tendency to get preoccupied religious externals at the 

expense of developing a true godly heart of faith and love that is born out of 

grace.  

 

God’s law establishes the boundaries between godly living (righteousness) 

for sinful living (unrighteousness). Sometimes we think of God’s law in 

terms of a fence. But its important for us to realize that a fence can have 

two very different purposes. A fence may be used to either restrict freedom 

or to ensure safety. For example, a fence that restricts freedom would be 

the high barb wire fence that surrounds a prison. It is meant to confine its 

prisoners. This is very different from the kind of fence you build around your 

garden which is meant to ensure protection. This fence is built to protect 

the value, benefit, and blessing of all the produce that grows in your garden 

from the rabbits that would destroy it.  

 

If we think of God’s law in terms of a fence, we would do well to ask the 

question, what is the purpose of that fence? What is the spirit of the law? 

Our response to God’s law can vary greatly depending on the interpretation 

of the purpose of the fence. In other words, the law can be misused if we 

don’t understand the true spirit of the law.  

 

This leads to yet another question: who has the authority to interpret the 

law? Who gets to say what the purpose of the fence is?  

 

As we come to Matthew 12, Jesus and the Pharisees clash over the purpose 

of God’s law. This sparing takes place at the Pharisee’s favorite section of 

the fence which is the Sabbath. Now remember that the Pharisees are 

legalists, lawyers. They are so passionate about the restrictive nature of the 

fence that they have added to it, building their own fences within the 

boundaries of God’s law to ensure what they interpret as its restrictive 

purpose.  

 

In fact, the Pharisees had written volumes of technical restrictions in 39 

different categories as to what was considered work on the sabbath.1 One 



section alone of the Talmud, which was a collection of Jewish traditions, 

contained 24 chapters listing Sabbath regulations.2  

 

 For example:3 

� Travel limited to within 3000 feet of one’s home 

� Could not carry a load heavier than a dried fig 

� No fire could be lit or extinguished  

� Baths could not be taken lest water spill on the floor and “wash” it 

� Chairs could not be moved because dragging them might make a 

furrow 

� A woman was not to look in a mirror lest she found a gray hair and 

was tempted to pull it out 

� False teeth could not be worn because they exceeded the weigh 

limit of a burden 

� If a person was ill on the Sabbath, only enough care could be given 

to keep them from dying  

 

Under the Pharisees the Sabbath had become so restrictive, that it was 

more of a burden than a blessing. Rest was turned to restlessness over a 

constant preoccupation with avoiding endless legalities.  

 

Here’s the problem: God had not given 39 categories of work to be avoided 

on the Sabbath. He did not intend for the Sabbath to be all about what one 

could not do. He simply commanded that the Sabbath day be set apart for 

rest. It was a general and simple command to not work on that day. The 

reason given in Exodus was because God Himself rested after 6 days of 

creation.4 The reason given in Deuteronomy is because God redeemed the 

Israelites out of their servitude in Egypt to give them rest in the promised 

land.5  

 
[Deut 5:12] 
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3 Ibid, pg. 282 

The Sabbath was a gift from God to His people. The value of this gift was a 

weekly opportunity to be refreshed and renewed in their worship of God 

whose grace was the fountain of their joy.  

So valuable was this gift of the Sabbath, that God set down a single simple 

law to protect it, to keep it from being overrun by endless work. Do you see 

how the Sabbath was meant to be a benefit and blessing to God’s people? A 

day to rest, a day to worship, a day to remember who  God is and what He 

has done. It was like a lush, bountiful garden with a single fence sufficient to 

keep the rabbits out.  

God’s purpose for the Sabbath law was to be a protective fence (garden 

fence). But the Pharisees had turned it into a restrictive fence (prison 

fence). So now we can understand the conflict between Jesus and the 

Pharisee in Matthew 12 as Jesus violates Jewish tradition to insist on the 

spirit of the law as God had given it.   

The topic in Matthew 12 is the Sabbath, but the underlying issue is the spirit 

of the law and Jesus’s authority to interpret it. Here’s the heart of what our 

passage teaches: Because God desires mercy and compassion rather than 

mere religious externals, love is the ultimate fulfillment of the law.  

Remember back in chapter 11:27, Jesus said, “All things have been handed 

over to Me by My Father…” That is, Jesus has the very authority of God 

Himself. What’s so amazing is what He does with that supreme authority. 

He uses it to grant rest to all who come to Him: [11:28-30].  

Last week, Ben used some intentionally awkward language to get across the 

meaning of vs. 28. While our translations read, “I will give you rest,” the true 

sense of the phrase is “I will rest you” (but we don’t speak that way in 

English). The difference is that rest is not an object or entity that Jesus gives 

you. He Himself is the rest you experience as you abide in Him. He is our 

Sabbath rest. He is the garden! He nourishes, feeds, delights, sustains, and 

rests those who abide in Him! 

Don’t miss the heart of God in 11:28-30. In vs. 28 He invites and welcomes 

to Himself those who are weary and weighed down with burdens so that He 

4 Exodus 20:8-11 
5 Deuteronomy 5:12-15 



can rest them—what compassion and mercy! In vs. 29, He in instructs us 

with a gentle and humble heart that refreshes and restores. In vs. 30, He 

eases our burden and lightens our load.  

From this heart came the blessing of Sabbath rest which was a lifting of the 

yoke and an easing of the burden of daily work so that His people could 

experience the rest that God Himself is to them. But what a contrast to the 

heart of the Pharisees in chapter 12 as they use their Sabbath traditions to 

scrutinize others.  

Chapter 12 opens with Jesus and His disciples walking along a field, picking a 

few heads of grain to satisfy their hunger (Deut 23:25 permitted this). But 

the Pharisees complain in vs. 2 that it is “not lawful” for them to this on the 

Sabbath. But wait! What law are they referring to? Is it OT Scripture? No, 

they are referring to their own law, that is, to their traditions which they 

have regarded with the same weight as God’s law itself.  

But Jesus will not be confined by man-made religion. Rather He appeals to 

the true spirit of God’s law in vs. 3-4 by reminding them of 1 Samuel 21. 

David was fleeing from King Saul and came to the tabernacle at Nob and 

asked the priest for food. But the only food they had was the Bread of the 

Presence which only the priests were permitted to eat. Yet the priest, gave 

David the consecrated bread to meet an essential need for David.  

This point Jesus is making is that as an act of mercy and compassion, the 

priest forfeited his own food to meet David’s need, even through it meant 

violating a ceremonial regulation. Its an example of the spirit of the law 

overriding religious ritual (this is not a breech of moral law).  

Then in vs. 5, Jesus again points out what the Pharisees should have known: 

[vs. 5] The priests had to work on the Sabbath to perform their God-given 

duties of offering sacrifice. Their ministry of offering sacrifice was an 

extension of God’s mercy and compassion toward His people. In other 

words, their Sabbath “work” was consistent with the very purpose and spirit 

of the Sabbath which was a gift of compassion and mercy from God to His 

people.  

                                                           
6 “Have you not read” (vs. 3,5); “if you had known” (vs. 7) 

But the Pharisees had gotten so hung up on the spirit of the law that they 

missed the spirit of the law. They consider themselves experts in OT law yet 

demonstrate that they don’t truly know the Scriptures.6 

Jesus concludes by delivering a 1-2 punch. The first is in vs. 6: “But I say to 

you something greater than the temple is here.” What could be greater than 

the temple which stood as the representative of God’s presence. The only 

thing greater is God Himself! And as we are about to see in vs. 8, Jesus 

identifies Himself as the Lord of the Sabbath. His point is that if David could 

eat bread from the tabernacle, than surely the Lord Himself, who is greater 

than the temple, has the right to pluck and eat grain on the Sabbath. He has 

the right to interpret the spirit of the law because He is the Lord of the 

Sabbath. He designed the fence, He paid for the fence, He built the fence. 

He owns the fence. Surely He has the right to determine the intended 

purpose of the fence.  

The second punch comes in vs. 7 where Jesus quotes from Hosea 6:6: “I 

desire compassion, and not a sacrifice.” Jesus says, if you had known this, 

that is, if you had understood the spirit of the law, you would not have 

condemned the innocent. Just as it is not a violation of the Sabbath for 

priest to work and offer sacrifice, so the spirit of the Sabbath is for you to 

extend compassion and mercy to others, rather than using your own rules 

to condemn others.  

A heart that loses sight of the gracious spirit of God’s law and focuses 

watching-dogging others by the letter of law, to make sure they are towing 

the line, only results in accusations and condemnation. But the spirit of the 

law which is compassion and mercy, provides love and rescue for those in 

need. Legalism kills and destroys. Mercy saves and rescues. 

The very next thing that happens in Matthew 12 is that Jesus enters the 

synagogue on that same Sabbath and encounters a man with a withered 

arm. Immediately, the watch-dogging Pharisees question Jesus as to 

whether it is “lawful” to heal on the Sabbath. We know from the end of vs. 

10, that their intent is to “accuse Him.”  



Jesus responds by asking a question (11): Which one of you would not 

rescue his sheep out of a pit on the Sabbath? Jesus is doing two things here. 

First, He’s exposing their hypocrisy. They would make an exception for 

themselves to rescue an animal but not do the same for a fellow human 

being. Second, He reveals that their values collide with God’s values. They 

would rescue a sheep yet condemn the healing of a man on the Sabbath. 

But Jesus echoes God’s values in vs. 12: “How much more valuable then is a 

man than a sheep!”  

Then in vs. 12, Jesus, the One who is greater than the temple, uses His 

authority as the Lord of the Sabbath, to interpret the spirit and purpose of 

God’s law: “It is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.” Mercy, compassion, 

healing, these are all expressions of love which do not break the Sabbath; 

they actually fulfill it.  

Then Jesus, fulfilling the spirit of the Sabbath, turns to the disabled man and 

says, “stretch out your hand!” “He stretched it out, and it was restored…” 

(vs. 13).  

There are two ironies in this healing. The first is that Jesus doesn’t do any 

work in the healing of this man. He only speaks a command. The man 

stretches out his hand which was not considered work either. And so 

ironically, the only one who appears to be “working” in this Sabbath healing 

is God Himself.7  

The second irony is that the Pharisee response to this miracle was to 

conspire together as to how they might destroy Jesus, turning a day that 

was intended for good into an occasion for malicious contriving for evil, 

revealing the darkness of their own hearts.8 It is not Jesus who breaks the 

Sabbath by His act of compassion. It is the Pharisees who violate the spirit of 

the Sabbath by not only withholding mercy, but plotting evil and harm.  

As NT believers, we are no longer under OT Sabbath requirements. Hebrews 

4 teaches us that Jesus Himself is our Sabbath rest. In Christ, we cease 

striving and begin resting. Yet the principle behind Matthew 12 still applies: 

Because God desires mercy and compassion rather than mere religious 

externals, love is the ultimate fulfillment of the law.  

                                                           
7 Craig Keener, Matthew (IVP), pg. 227.  

This is the very conclusion that the NT apostles came to as well:  

Galatians 5:14: “For the whole Law is fulfilled in one word, in the statement, 

"You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (cf. James 2:8). 

 

Romans 13:8-10: “Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another; for he 

who loves his neighbor has fulfilled the law. For this, "You shall not commit 

adultery, You shall not murder, You shall not steal, You shall not covet," and 

if there is any other commandment, it is summed up in this saying, "You 

shall love your neighbor as yourself." Love does no wrong to a neighbor; love 

therefore is the fulfillment of the law.” 

 

Matthew 22:37-40: "'You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, 

and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the great and foremost 

commandment. The second is like it, 'You shall love your neighbor as 

yourself.' On these two commandments depend the whole Law and the 

Prophets." (cf. Joshua 22:5; Deut 6:1-6). 

 

True godliness is not a list of external behaviors, but heart of love for God 

and compassionate mercy toward others.  

 

 

 

 

 

8 D.A. Carson, Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Matthew, pg. 284. 


