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This next incident is a continuation of the Sabbath controversy between Jesus Christ and 
the Pharisees. These Pharisees had their eyes on Christ. Doubtless, they were still 
smarting from their humiliating encounter with the Lord in the corn fields. Mark 
recounts, “And He entered again into the synagogue; and there was a man there which had a withered 
hand. And they watched Him, whether he would heal Him on the sabbath day; that they might accuse 
Him” (v1-2). 

The original here “watched” is in the imperfect indicating that they were 
continuously watching Him as He went into that synagogue that day. The word “accuse” 
has the idea of formally accusing a person at a trial. Now today the word Pharisee carries 
a negative connotation. But in the time of Christ, a Pharisee was highly regarded by the 
wider society. They were only a small group in Israel and people respected them as being 
the most pious and virtuous in the land. That is why they particularly felt threatened by 
Christ’s exposure of their hypocrisy.  

It may well have been that they arranged this man with the withered hand to be 
there in order to trap Christ. The irony is that they were the self-appointed guardians of 
the law, yet they desperately wanted Him to violate their Sabbath rules. 

How foolish the depraved heart is. If these Pharisees knew He had the power to 
heal that man, then why did they not recognise that He must be the Son of God? 
Nicodemus acknowledged this link, “Rabbi, we know that thou art a teacher come from God: for 
no man can do these miracles that thou doest, except God be with him” (John 3:2). The Pharisees 
had the greatest Bible teacher the world has ever seen in their presence and these men 
claimed to love the Bible. Yet, these religious hypocrites were not there to get a blessing, 
but to find fault! They always got “nothing” from Christ’s sermons.  
 God will use this incident to touch the life of one poor crippled man. As He 
blesses this man, the Master will also lay down a further example of what is permissible 
within the Sabbath law.  
 
(1) THE NEED FOR HEALING 
 
(2) THE SABBATH AND HEALING 
 
(3) THE RESULTS OF THE HEALING 
 
 

(1) THE NEED FOR HEALING  
 
The word “withered” means this man’s hand was paralysed. Luke emphasises that it was 
his right hand. This would be a very serious problem, as most people are right handed. In 
a society that was primarily built on agriculture and fishing, this would be a considerable 
disadvantage in providing for a family. This man was not in a life threatening condition. 
But clearly he would have been affected by this disability of the paralysed hand. This 
would have been particularly hard to bear, as the Jews believed that such a disability was 
due the sin of that man.  

As there was no immediate danger to this man’s life, the Lord Jesus could have 
waited until sundown to deal with this man’s problem. Or He could have dealt with the 
man privately. This would have avoided any public conflict with the rules of the 
Pharisees. But Christ deliberately chose to address the issue directly by coming to the 
man, “And He saith unto the man which had the withered hand, Stand forth” (v3). This 
expression, “Stand forth,” has the idea of ordering him to stand up in before them all.  

The Lord Jesus never backed away from upholding a biblical principle no matter 
what the consequences. Someone once observed, “To avoid criticism do nothing, say 
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nothing, and be nothing!” That is why Jesus Christ is the greatest pastor and Bible 
teacher. He did not flatter the sheep or give them what they wanted but what they 
needed to hear. Martyn Lloyd-Jones points out,  

 
The preacher should never be apologetic, he should never give the impression 
that he is speaking by their leave as it were; he should not be tentatively putting 
forward certain suggestions and ideas. That is not to be his attitude at all. He is a 
man, who is there to “declare” certain things; he is a man under commission and 
under authority. He is an ambassador, and he should be aware of his authority. 
He should always know that he comes to the congregation as a sent messenger. 

 
(2) THE SABBATH AND HEALING 

 
What needs to be understood before the reader comes to any hasty conclusion about this 
passage is that the Lord Jesus Christ never broke any of the OT law. This includes all of 
the commandments regarding the Sabbath. Indeed, if Christ had done so He could not 
have been the perfect sacrifice for our sins. JC Ryle wisely noted, 
 

Our Lord does not do away with the observance of a weekly Sabbath. He neither 
does so here, nor elsewhere in the four gospels. Thousands have rushed to the 
hasty conclusion that Christians have nothing to do with the 4th commandment 
and that it is no more binding on us than the mosaic laws about sacrifices. There 
is nothing in the New Testament to justify any such conclusion. The plain truth 
is that our Lord did not abolish the law of a weekly Sabbath. He only freed it 
from the incorrect interpretations and purified it from man-made additions. He 
did not tear out of the Decalogue the 4th commandment, He only stripped off 
the miserable traditions with which the Pharisees had encrusted that day and by 
which they had made it not a blessing, but a burden. He left the 4th 
commandment where He found it; a part of the eternal law of God of which no 
jot or tittle was ever to pass away. 

 
Sabbath observance has always been a blessing to the church and even the nation. At the 
height of the British Empire, Holyoake, the English atheist, wrote in 1857, “Whether 
Englishmen know it or not, it is the English Sunday that has made and keeps England 
great. If you would kill Christianity, you must first kill Sunday.” 

The OT law in no way precluded the healing of a sick person on the Sabbath. 
The Pharisees, as you may have guessed, had come up with all kinds of arbitrary and 
ludicrous rules on this subject. Basically they only permitted medical assistance if the life 
was in danger.  Consequently they refused to allow help for a fracture and they permitted 
a cut to be bandaged with a plain bandage but not with ointment. This would have been 
impossible to practice as every time there was a serious injury the person first had to be 
assessed on the basis of how life threatening the situation would be.  

As the Son of God, Jesus Christ is aware of the way the Pharisees are hoping to 
trap Him (cf. Luke 6:8). They were there desperately hoping He would violate their rules 
on the Sabbath. Again we see the wisdom of Christ. He turns the tables on His enemies 
by first questioning them, “And He saith unto them, Is it lawful to do good on the sabbath days, or 
to do evil? to save life, or to kill?” (v4a). You don’t need a Doctor of Divinity degree to 
answer that question. A child could have given the correct answer. As Spurgeon said, 
“He put it in a form which only allowed of one reply.” They refused to answer, “But they 
held their peace” (v4b). It was not that they did not know the answer but they did not want 
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to admit the answer!  
Now, these men who opposed Christ professed great reverence for God and for 

His Law. They knew the Scripture intellectually, prayed and fasted regularly, paid 
faithfully their tithes, and some had even been martyred for their faith. Yet, these men 
were in reality in opposition to God, while pretending to be zealous for His glory. This is 
one of the devil’s most powerful deceptions of opposing truth under the guise of 
orthodoxy. 

In Matthew 12 we read the Lord added some further questions to expose their 
hypocrisy,  
 

And He said unto them, What man shall there be among you, that shall have one 
sheep, and if it fall into a pit on the sabbath day, will he not lay hold on it, and lift 
it out? How much then is a man better than a sheep? Wherefore it is lawful to do 
well on the sabbath days. (Matt. 12:11) 

 
This question proves that they recognised the principle to do good on the Sabbath to 
those in trouble.  Ironically, the Pharisees had provisions to help their own animals that 
were in distress on the Sabbath day, but had none for other fellow human beings. That 
demonstrated their twisted logic! Incidentally, any society or person that treats animals 
better than humans is a perverted one. We see the same attitude recorded in 1 Kings 18 
of Ahab in his concern for his animals in the drought, but his lack of concern for the 
people of Israel.  

Christ’s questions exposed the foolishness of the Pharisees. Indeed, their reaction 
to the healing further exposed their hypocrisy. For they forbade the healing of a suffering 
man, but they thought nothing of plotting to murder Him! That is what Christ means 
when He says, “Is it lawful to do good on the sabbath days, or to do evil? to save life, or to kill?” 
These Pharisees had an amazing way of missing the point! Essentially what Christ is 
challenging them, by using this expression, “Is it lawful” is: what saith the Scripture? 

Jesus Christ gave His opponents every possible opportunity here to overturn His 
authority and practice by Scriptures. He was completely fair to them. They were on their 
favourite ground of Scripture and in their favourite place for a debate. Clearly, they had 
come with a collective premeditated strategy that they had discussed and agreed. But the 
sword of the Spirit silenced them again. These men were caught on the horns of a 
dilemma – their own logic and Scriptures impaled them. That is why they refused to 
answer. The tragic thing is that they refused to repent and bow their knee – such is the 
hardness of the depraved heart!  

This blatant refusal to acknowledge the truth of the Scriptures angered Christ. 
We are told, “And when He had looked round about on them with anger, being grieved for the 
hardness of their hearts…” (v5a). The term “looked round about” suggests a long full circle 
look at all the rows of silent Pharisees. We can only but imagine the power in those holy 
eyes that bored into their souls. The word for “hardness” is a word used to describe a type 
of marble in the ancient world. The continued rejection of the truth will cause the heart 
to become like stone.  

It is not often we see the Lord Jesus angry in the gospel records. Indeed, this is 
the only time it is explicitly mentioned. He was angered because of their unbelieving, 
unmerciful, proud, self-righteous state of heart. They could not have cared less about the 
man’s suffering. Christ knew that this false piety led to others, like this poor man, 
suffering unnecessarily. The Pharisees were making the joy and blessing of God’s 
Sabbath into a curse for every man! 

We are also told that the Lord’s heart was also “grieved.” The verb “grieved” here is 
a very strong one, which indicates a very deep sorrow. In Christ’s anger, was also grief 
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over their refusal to allow Him to minister a blessing among them. He knew the awful 
cost to their souls of such a rejection of Scripture. Charles Haddon Spurgeon put it well,  
 

There is something very admirable in our Saviour even when we see Him in an 
unusual condition. Even when He grows angry with men, He is angry with them 
because they won’t let Him bless them, because they will persevere in opposing 
Him for reasons which they can’t themselves support, and dare not even own….. 
What a disgrace to our race, for men to be so inhuman as to wish to see a hand 
of their fellowman remain withered, and to dare to blame the Saviour who was 
about to make him whole. Man is indeed at enmity with God when he finds an 
argument for hatred in a deed of love. 

 
(3) THE RESULTS OF THE HEALING 

 
We can only but imagine the tension but also expectation in the atmosphere at this point. 
After an embarrassed silence, the Saviour ordered the man to “Stretch forth thine hand.” 
The Master is not intimidated by the unbiblical prejudice of the Pharisees. When the man 
did so, “his hand was restored whole as the other” (v5). We can only but imagine the stir this 
miracle caused. The ordinary people must have marvelled at the power of God working 
through Jesus Christ.  

Not everyone marvelled. Instead of rejoicing with this man or praising God, we 
read, “And the Pharisees went forth, and straightway took counsel with the Herodians against Him, 
how they might destroy Him” (v6). Luke 6:11 adds, “They were filled with madness.” The word 
“madness” means to be devoid of understanding. No doubt they were humiliated by their 
inability to answer Christ’s questions before all the people. A mere carpenter’s son 
exposed the foolishness of these men, who prided themselves in their biblical knowledge 
and wisdom. They considered this healing to be work and they refused to submit their 
opinions on this to the truth of Holy Scripture. Such is the prejudice of the hardened and 
depraved heart. Spurgeon observed, “They shut their months against the water of life 
which is held up to them in the golden cup of the gospel. No child could shut his teeth 
more desperately against medicine than they against the gospel.” 

A further reason they were so angry was that Christ not only exposed their 
biblical illiteracy but their hypocrisy and self-righteousness. These men were trusting in 
these self-created rules to establish their own righteousness. But this is impossible as 
“There is none righteous, no, not one” (Rom. 3:10). Someone put it well, “If moral behaviour 
were simply following rules, we could program a computer to be moral.” True morality 
flows from having the righteousness of Christ credited or imputed to us.  

The Pharisees were offended previously when Christ declared a man’s sins 
forgive (2:6-7); ate with public sinners (2:16); refused to honour their fasting rules (2:18); 
and permitted His disciples to pick and eat grain on the Sabbath contrary to the rules of 
the Pharisees (2:24). Now, with the healing of the man, they could not take it any more. 
The Pharisees enjoyed the trust of the general populace as holy men. What Christ did 
was to shine the light of Scripture and expose the real darkness of their hearts. They all 
had withered hearts! Their murderous intent reveals a dark hint at this early stage of how 
Christ’s earthly ministry will eventually end.  

  
HERODIANS – The Pharisees were so mad that they entered into an alliance with the 
Herodians, who were their traditional enemies. The Herodians were secularised Jews 
who held political power in Israel. They supported the rule of Herod for political 
expediency and would have been shunned as liberals in Israel. The word “Pharisee” has 
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the idea of “separatist.” The Pharisees prided themselves on the separation from traitors 
like the Herodians. However, such was their hatred for Jesus Christ that they were willing 
to suspend the traditional hostility to rid themselves of their common enemy.  The irony 
was that the Pharisees were willing on the Sabbath to enter an unholy alliance to kill a 
man, yet they refused to make an alliance to relieve a man who was suffering! This is 
further evidence of the hardness of their hearts. 
 
The real losers in this confrontation were the Pharisees themselves. It cost them the 
fellowship and blessing of the presence of Christ. Their hatred to the Saviour meant He 
had to withdraw Himself (v7-12). Ultimately, it cost them their eternal souls. Apostate 
religion always hurts the individual the most!  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
(1) WITHERED SAINT – Your attitude walking in the door of the church is a major 
factor in determining whether you will leave with joy and a full heart or with bitterness 
and an empty heart. If you come in the door grumbling, trying to find fault with the 
church or with any member, you will find things to criticize. However, if you come in the 
door humbly to worship God and receive His resources for your need, you will leave 
blessed and rejoicing. Don’t come with a microscope – come with a basket to receive the 
blessings from the Lord!  
 
(2) WITHERED SINNER – The man with the withered hand could have hidden in 
unbelief and shame or even fear of the Pharisees that Sabbath day. Yet when Christ 
called him to stand forth and then to stretch forth his hand he did so by faith. If you are 
here today with a withered heart that is spiritually paralysed because of sin, come and be 
made whole. Come to this Healer. 
 
 

Quick as the apple  o f  an eye ,  
O God, my consc i ence make!  

Awake my soul  when s in i s  nigh,  
And keep i t  s t i l l  awake. 

 
Oh, may the l east  omiss ion pain  

My wel l - instructed soul   
And drive me to the blood again,   
Which makes the wounded whole !  


