
CAN WE JUSTIFY BREAKING GOD’S LAW
1 Samuel 21:1-6

Are there times when doing wrong is right?

! Are there times when we should judge that violating a law of God is 
! the best thing to do?

! This involves the issue of situational ethics. 
! ! - The situation determines the best ethic or behavior.
! ! - Situation ethics is the notion that there are no absolute rules 
! ! governing right and wrong, rather all human activity is 
! ! determined by the situation of the moment. 

! ! Adopts the view of a higher law - “love, grace, mercy” - 
! ! Lower law - His commandments

I.  The Story of David in 1 Samuel 21:1-6
A. David is fleeing from Saul.  
B. David lies or deceives the priest - 21:2
C. There was no common bread.  Only the bread that was set out before 

the Lord for 7 days and then eaten by the priest.  
1. Lev. 24:5-9

D. The priest makes sure they have not been with women and are 
ceremonially clean. 

E. The priest gives him the holy bread. 

! Other stories in the Bible similar to this issue.
! ! Rahab

F.  The predominant view is that this act of eating the shewbread was not 
lawful, but was justifiable because of his desperate hour of need. The 
priest did right, because of the hour of need.  He had mercy on the 
hunger of David and His men. 

! !
II.  Jesus’ use of the story in Matthew 12 and Mark 2

A.  Matthew 12:1-8 and Mark 2:23-28
B.  The story - 



1. His disciples plucking grain on the Sabbath.
2. This does not violate the OT law, but the Pharisaical laws built 

regarding working on the Sabbath. 
3. They were doing what was lawful. - Deut. 23:25, Ec. 12:16
4. Jesus defends His disciples and refers to David in doing so.

a)  Does he condone David’s unlawful actions?
b)  Does he give us a principle that situational ethics is good and 

right?
 

C. The common interpretation of Jesus’ teaching here. 
1.  That Jesus refers to David as a way of teaching that people and 

“higher issues” like mercy and love take priority over rule keeping.  
2.  Sabbath observance should bend to the needs at the time.  
3.  That Jesus teaches hard against legalism.
4.  It is said that Jesus teaches that David was judged not guilty 

because the mercy of the priest was the right thing.
5.  This is taught by most that I surveyed from very conservative to 

liberal in our brotherhood.

D.  But is this a proper interpretation.  The prevailing interpretation is not 
necessarily the proper one. 
1.  Wayne Jackson, David Miller, and Eric Lyons in articles they have 

written share another position, that I accept. 
2. They agree in many ways, except the idea of Jesus condoning 

David’s wrong and the concept of us being able to be justified in 
doing wrong.  

3. It goes like this ...

E.  It seems Jesus is really saying this to the Pharisees.  
1. David’s actions were unlawful.  

a)  Mat. 12:3-4
b)  Jesus is making an argument designed to show the 

inconsistency of the Pharisees.  He is showing them their 
hypocrisy.  

c) The Pharisees did not condemn David, who actually did what 
was “unlawful.”  Yet they are willing to condemn Jesus’ disciples 
for doing something that is only unlawful by their manmade 
traditions.  



d) They were being hypocritical, prejudice, and inconsistent.  On 
the one hand they condemned the disciples who were innocent, 
but revered David who was guilty.  

2. Christ then said that even the Scriptures teach that not all labor on 
the Sabbath was condemned.  Mat. 12:5, Num. 28:10.  The priests 
had to work on the Sabbath.  That was authorized by God.
a) Jesus is saying that if the priests operating on behalf of God 

could work, surely the disciples operating on behalf of God’s 
son who is greater than the temple could eat.  

3. Jesus goes a step farther and challenges the hearts of the 
Pharisees.  
a)  Mat. 12:7-8
b)  Quotes from Hos. 6:6, where the prophet struck a blow against 

the mere external, superficial, ritualistic observation of some 
laws to the neglect of the heartfelt, sincere, humble attention to 
other laws while treating people properly.  

c) The Pharisees are not interested in obeying God’s laws.  They 
were masquerading under a pretense (Mat. 15:1-9, 23:3).  They 
were critical of heart.  They had voided the true intent of God’s 
laws.  Mat. 23:23.  

d) God is not saying he did not want sacrifices, he is saying he did 
not want sacrifices alone.  He wanted mercy with sacrifices.  
Internal motive and attitude are just as important as external 
actions.  

4. Jesus closed this discussion by making a claim of deity. He is the 
Lord of the Sabbath.  You can trust his interpretation of how the 
Sabbath should be used, b/c he created it.  He is the Lord of it.  
a) In Mark’s account it mentions that Sabbath was made for man 

and not man for Sabbath. 
b) The Sabbath was to serve humanity, it was not supposed to be 

a restriction and burden upon man.  
c) They didn’t even know if it was okay to do good on the Sabbath.  

They missed God’s intention and heart.  They missed out on 
mercy.  MAt. 12:9-14  

III.  Application for Us. 
A.  Our world and religious culture is skewed toward mercy and love.  

Now, I even feel bad saying that b/c Jesus was about mercy and love.  



He taught us to love one another and he loved us.  God is merciful 
and we are to extend mercy to others.  But our world tends to be out 
of balance in this regard with the opposite scale being obedience and 
doctrine.  
1.  We need to be careful and let Jesus speak for himself. 
2.  We need to recognize our own bias as we read the text. 

B.  Jesus is simple, yet incredibly deep.  A Biblical passage should be 
studied to be really understood.  We have to look at it from various 
perspectives.  Understand the context and argument Jesus is making. 

C.  There is no justifiable reason for us to willingly violate God’s law. 
1.  Consider the outcome of such teaching. 

a)  It makes man the defining element of when something is right 
or wrong. 

b)  It removes the need to suffer and endure hardships. 
c)  It comes down to selfishness and manmade choices. 
d)  Subjectivity can never be the standard for human conduct.  “All 

the ways of man are clean in his own eyes (Prov. 16:2).  If 
situation ethics is valid, there is no act under heaven that cannot 
be justified.  

e) Illustrations:
(1) stealing food / money from rich to give to poor
(2) dishonestly in finances at work but doing good with the 

money 
(3) stopping attending worship - ministering to the poor on 

Sundays 
(4) lying on taxes so you can have more money for family / 

church
D.  Remember our attitude.  We must guard against hypocrisy and 

prejudice.  God desires we be merciful and loving from the heart. 
1.  Worship in spirit and in truth
2.  Form vs. Function --  need both 
3.  Heart vs. Hands - need both
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