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

the way of death.”  

God’s desire for us is to live in the center of grace-based freedom--

experiencing the blessing of living within God-given bounds. Yet this does 

not come naturally to us. Human beings have a tendency to err in one 

direction or another.  

� From our sin-distorted thinking, there is a way that seems right to 

many which we might call licentiousness (unrestrained by law or 

general morality). This is the kind of thinking that says, people 

should be able to do whatever they want; no one has the right to 

suggest that there should be any limits on a person’s rights. This is 

the person who thinks that he doesn’t need God—he’s good 

enough just as he is. In a word—worldliness. 

� Illus: jumping out of a plane without a parachute 

* There is a freedom that leads to life and there is a freedom 

that leads to death. Pursuing freedom is not enough; you must 

know where that freedom will lead you. 

� There is another extreme, however, to which our sin-distorted 

thinking may take us, and that is called legalism. This is person who 

thinks he’ll be godly by what he does. He either subtly or blatantly 

thinks he’s making himself good enough for God by his 

performance. In a word—religiosity.  

� Illus: gymnast on the high bars in protective gear. This 

person is so encumbered by unnecessary restrictions, that 

they will not only be unable to function well, but will greatly 

endanger themselves in the process.  

As we come to Mark chapter 2 again today, Jesus is going to address this 

latter extreme of legalism. He’s going to come against the Pharisee’s 

legalistic views and expose the deadliness of man-centered religion. 

Legalism goes beyond the spirit of God’s expectations and insists that 

conforming to additional man-centered expectations is necessary for 

righteous living.  

Here’s what we are going to learn today: The kingdom of God will not be 

confined within the walls of man-centered religion.  

Like Jesus, we must refuse to allow God’s purposes and ways to be 

imprisoned by man-centered expectations. Jesus never allowed Himself to 

succumb to the fear of man. The fear of God, His reverence for God, allowed 

Him to love people while walking in the freedom of God-given bounds, 

alone.  

Now keep in mind that the deceptive power of legalism is that it is built 

around something that is good and God-given. Yet it becomes a form of 

religious bondage and deception when it is used to build a man-centered 

religion.  

In today’s passage we are going to see two prison walls of religious legalism 

that Jesus broke through. 

1. The first wall of religious legalism that Jesus broke through was the 

abuse of fasting [2:18-22]. 

Fasting is good when it is used as God intended it. (In fact, today we 

probably don’t fast enough as an expression of worship). But fasting 

loses its God-given benefit when it is turned into a means of religious 

performance to build a deceptive allusion of self-righteousness. This is 

what Jesus was confronting: Instead of fasting as an acknowledgment of 

one’s need for God, it had become a means of defining godliness by 

one’s own works.  

The only time that Old Testament law required a fast was in conjunction 

with the yearly Day of Atonement.
1
 It was a means of humbling oneself 

before God. Yet by time of Jesus, the Pharisees had developed the 
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 Lev 16:29, 31 (“humble your souls” is understood as a reference to fasting) 



practice of fasting twice a week and believed that a person could not be 

godly without following their expectations and practice of fasting.  

And so the Pharisee’s took on a judgmental attitude toward Jesus’ 

disciples because they didn’t fast in the same way. But Jesus used 3 

illustrations to show that the Pharisees’ form of religion did not fit God’s 

purposes.  

a. Wedding (19-20): Weddings were a time for extended feasting, not 

fasting. Jesus likens his disciples to the attendants at a wedding—

this is a time to rejoice, not a time to mourn and fast. The Pharisees’ 

gloomy self-righteous fasting doesn’t fit the occasion. They should 

be rejoicing in the presence of the one who brings the Kingdom of 

God among them.   

b. Patch (21): The Pharisee’s self-made religion is no more compatible 

with the kingdom of God than a new piece of cloth sown on to an 

old garment. They won’t work together. When the patch shrinks it 

will tear loose. In the same way, God’s kingdom/ways won’t 

conform to the self-righteous ways of men.  

c. Wineskins (22): In ancient times, goat skins were tanned and used 

to hold wine. New wineskins were still somewhat elastic so they 

could stretch as the new wine fermented. But old wineskins that 

were more brittle would burst if they were filled with new wine 

because they could no longer stretch as the wine fermented. Jesus’ 

point is clear: The new wine of God’s kingdom cannot be held in the 

old religious shells of self-righteous pride.  

Jesus point is not that we should throw out fasting as a God-honoring practice of 

acknowledging our need for Him. His point is that we should never allow our 

religious practices to become a means by which we believe that we can be 

righteous/godly by what we do rather than relying on the grace of God.  

Man-made religion cannot be filled with the dynamic power of the Spirit 

without being shattered to pieces. And neither can our lives be filled with 

Christ without exchanging our old ways with new life in the Spirit.  

2. The second wall of religious legalism that Jesus broke through was 

abuse of Sabbath-keeping [2:23-28]. 

The Sabbath was a gift from God to His people. It was given as a time to 

rest. 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.  

This gift of the Sabbath was preserved by God’s law which commanded His 

people not to work on the Sabbath. Yet by the time of Jesus, the Sabbath 

had become a burden as the Pharisee’s loaded down the Sabbath with 

meticulous definitions and regulations as to what consisted of work and 

what didn’t.  

For example, they decreed that anything beyond 1,999 paces was 

considered a violation of the Sabbath. Is that what God intended? It’s not a 

very restful day when you have to count all your steps—in fact, it’s very 

hard to worship when you are counting. Or it was considered work to untie 

knots and so one was only permitted to untie knots if it only required one 

hand rather than two. But isn’t untying a knot with one hand more 

frustrating than refreshing?  

And of course, harvesting one’s crops on the Sabbath would be a sure 

violation of godliness. So when the Pharisees’ saw Jesus’ disciples picking a 

few heads of grain to eat as they walked by on the Sabbath, they 

condemned them for breaking the Sabbath. Yet the law in Deut made it 

clear that it was not unlawful to pluck a few heads of grain to eat; only to 

use a sickle to harvest (Deut 23:25). But Jesus didn’t go to Deut to engage in 

a battle of legalities and technicalities so He certainly could have won the 

argument there. He went a step further.  

Jesus response to these religious scholars was, “Have you never read…?”  

(vs. 25). It would be a little bit like asking a pastor today, “Haven’t you read 

your Bible?” Jesus reminded them of a time when David needed food while 

fleeing from King Saul. He was a fugitive; He was homeless. And so he went 

to the high priest and asked for the consecrated bread which by law was 

reserved for the high priest. And David received it as an act of mercy. The 



point Jesus was making is that mercy takes precedence over legalities or 

rituals.  

And so He says in vs. 27, “The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for 

the Sabbath.” It was meant to be a blessing, a gift; not a burden. But that’s 

what happens when we suffocate grace with our own attempts to build a 

works-based, self-righteous life. Legalism strangles grace.  

Then in vs. 28, Jesus uses His authority to confirm what He has said. He says, 

“So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.” The Sabbath was given by 

God. To claim to be above the Sabbath was a claim to have divine authority! 

It’s at this moment that Jesus initiates a crisis to demonstrate that His 

authority is indeed divine by doing something on the Sabbath that could 

only be done by the power of God: [3:1-6].  

Jesus knew His enemies were watching Him. He knew they were scrutinizing 

His every move to see if He would heal on the Sabbath. And so He calls 

forward a man with a withered arm and before He heals him, He asks a 

pointed question: “Is it lawful to do good or harm on the Sabbath, to save a 

life or to kill?” In other words was the Sabbath meant for good or for evil?  

What’s surprising about his question is that it doesn’t seem to fit this man’s 

situation—in fact it doesn’t. It would be doing the man good to heal his 

hand, but he most certainly won’t die if He waits to heal him the next day. 

Was Jesus exaggerating this man’s need by making a contrast between 

going good and killing? No! He’s not making a comparison between healing 

this or not healing this man on the Sabbath. He’s making a comparison 

between what He is doing on the Sabbath and what the Pharisees are doing 

on the Sabbath.  What Jesus is doing is exposing the evil in the Pharisee’s 

hearts who in that very moment are giving birth to their desire to kill 

Jesus—[vs. 6]. The question is this: Is it a violation for me to do good by 

healing this man on the Sabbath as an act of mercy or is it a violation of the 

Sabbath for you to plot my murder on this holy day?  It’s a question 

ultimately of the heart.  

The implication is clear: Legalism kills! Mercy Saves! 

We don’t become godly by taking pride in our own achievements—that kind 

of pride actually keeps us from the humility to receive the grace of God that 

saves. 

So if you want to be saved; if you want to take hold of the Kingdom of God, 

it will not be because of your own effort to live a godly life. It will only be by 

the grace of God. The man who enters the kingdom does not boast in what 

he has done or not done. The man who enters the kingdom only boasts in 

the mercy of Christ that has rescued Him.  

Jesus began His ministry by proclaiming that “the Kingdom of God is at 

hand; repent and believe in the gospel.” We must repent of our self-

righteous attempts to prove that we are good on the basis our performance 

and believe the gospel. The only righteousness that saves is the 

righteousness that comes from Christ on basis of faith.  

It’s easy for us to come down hard on the Pharisees. But in reality, to some 

degree, the same pride exists in all of us. Whether it is the pride of believing 

that we can impress God with our own works, or the pride of believing we 

are good enough without God—both are a denial of our need for God’s 

grace.  

“There is a way which seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death.” 

(Pr 14:12). The only way to life is by the way of God’s grace which was 

provided through the cross of Jesus, whereby His suffering He bore the 

condemnation of our sin. And by that grace we are to live with the blessing 

of God-given bounds, alone.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Proverbs 14:12 

“There is a way which seems right to a man,  

but it’s end is the way of death.” 

Legalism Licentiousness 

Unrestrained 

regulations 

Unrestrained 

liberty 

Grace-based 

Freedom 

Living within 

God-given 

bounds 

Life 

Death 

 “By grace, I am  

righteous through Christ.” 

Regulations at 

the expense of 

righteousness 

“Rights” at the 

expense of 

righteousness 

  Pride “I’ll make  

myself good 

enough for God” 

“I’m good enough 

without God” 


