
Sabbath Laws regarding Work - “The Gospel of Matthew”, Barclay, pp 114 -149 

In the Old Testament itself we find very few rules and regulations; what we do find are great, broad 
principles which a man must himself take and interpret under God's guidance, and apply to the 
individual situations in life. In the Ten Commandments we find no rules and regulations at all; they are 
each one of them great principles out of which a man must find his own rules for life. To the later Jews 
these great principles did not seem enough. They held that the Law was divine, and that in it God had 
said his last word, and that therefore everything must be in it. If a thing was not in the Law explicitly it 
must be there implicitly. They therefore argued that out of the Law it must be possible to deduce a rule 
and a regulation for every possible situation in life. So there arose a race of men called the Scribes who 
made it the business of their lives to reduce the great principles of the Law to literally thousands upon 
thousands of rules and regulations. 

We may best see this in action. The Law lays it down that the Sabbath Day is to be kept holy, and that 
on it no work is to be done. That is a great principle. But the Jewish legalists had a passion for 
definition. So they asked: What is work? 

All kinds of things were classified as work. For instance, to carry a burden on the Sabbath Day is to 
work. But next a burden has to be defined. So the Scribal Law lays it down that a burden is "food equal 
in weight to a dried fig, enough wine for mixing in a goblet, milk enough for one swallow, honey 
enough to put upon a wound, oil enough to anoint a small member, water enough to moisten an eye-
salve, paper enough to write a customs house notice upon, ink enough to write two letters of the 
alphabet, reed enough to make a pen"--and so on endlessly. So they spent endless hours arguing 
whether a man could or could not lift a lamp from one place to another on the Sabbath, whether a tailor 
committed a sin if he went out with a needle in his robe, whether a woman might wear a broach or 
false hair, even if a man might go out on the Sabbath with artificial teeth or an artificial limb, if a man 
might lift his child on the Sabbath Day. These things to them were the essence of religion. Their 
religion was a legalism of petty rules and regulations. 

To write was to work on the Sabbath. But writing has to be defined. So the definition runs: "He who 
writes two letters of the alphabet with his right or with his left hand, whether of one kind or of two 
kinds, if they are written with different inks or in different languages, is guilty. Even if he should write 
two letters from forgetfulness, he is guilty, whether he has written them with ink or with paint, red 
chalk, vitriol, or anything which makes a permanent mark. Also he that writes on two walls that form 
an angle, or on two tablets of his account book so that they can be read together is guilty ... But, if 
anyone writes with dark fluid, with fruit juice, or in the dust of the road, or in sand, or in anything 
which does not make a permanent mark, he is not guilty.... If he writes one letter on the ground, and 
one on the wall of the house, or on two pages of a book, so that they cannot be read together, he is not 
guilty." That is a typical passage from the Scribal Law; and that is what the orthodox Jew regarded as 
true religion and the true service of God. 

The Scribes were the men who worked out these rules and regulations. The Pharisees, whose name 
means The Separated Ones, were the men who had separated themselves from all the ordinary 
activities of life to keep all these rules and regulations.  We can see the length to which this went from 
the following facts. For many generations this Scribal Law was never written down; it was the oral 
law, and it was handed down in the memory of generations of Scribes. In the middle of the third 
century A.D. a summary of it was made and codified. That summary is known as the Mishnah; it 
contains sixty-three treatises on various subjects of the Law, and in English makes a book of almost 
eight hundred pages. Later Jewish scholarship busied itself with making commentaries to explain the 
Mishnah. These commentaries are known as the Talmuds. Of the Jerusalem Talmud there are twelve 
printed volumes; and of the Babylonian Talmud there are sixty printed volumes. 


