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Our Gospel Reading for today comes to us from The Gospel of Luke chapter 
13 verses 10 through 17. Jesus is once again in the synagogue teaching on 
the Sabbath, when he once again runs afoul of the church leadership.  
Hear this message of healing and release: 
10 Now [Jesus] was teaching in one of the synagogues on the sabbath. 
11 And just then there appeared a woman with a spirit that had crippled her 
for eighteen years. She was bent over and was quite unable to stand up 
straight. 
12 When Jesus saw her, he called her over and said, "Woman, you are set free 
from your ailment." 13 When he laid his hands on her, immediately she stood 
up straight  and began praising God. 
14 But the leader of the synagogue, indignant because Jesus had cured on the 
sabbath, kept saying to the crowd, "There are six days on which work ought to 
be done; come on those days and be cured, and not on the sabbath day." 
15 But the Lord answered him and said, "You hypocrites! Does not each of you 
on the sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger, and lead it away 
to give it water? 16 And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom 
Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free from this bondage on the 
sabbath day?" 
17 When he said this, all his opponents were put to shame; and the entire 
crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things that he was doing. 

This is the Word of the Lord.   
Thanks be to God. 

Sermon 
The origins of Sabbath observance are rooted in the Old Testament, and the 
practice carried over into the New Testament. While primarily a Jewish 
observance, it continued into the early Christian church for some time. Even 
today, most of us Christians have some understanding of Sabbath. I don’t 
know if it was true up here, but down in the Bible Belt, there used to be so 
called blue laws. State or local laws that prohibited stores to open, or limited 
what they could sell, on Sundays. The intention was that Sunday be set aside 
as a day to rest and attend church. This was intended as a kind of Sabbath 
observance.  
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The first mention of Sabbath in scripture is in Exodus chapter 16, when the 
people of Israel are told to collect manna, the food from God, for six days, but 
on the seventh day there would not be any manna to collect. Then, in Exodus 
chapter 20 verses 8 through 11, the fourth of the Ten Commandments says: 

8Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9Six days you shall labor 
and do all your work. 10But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your 
God; you shall not do any work--you, your son or your daughter, your male 
or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. 11For in 
six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, 
but rested the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day 
and consecrated it. 

So, the origins of Sabbath observance are linked to the very beginning of 
scripture, in Genesis, when God created everything, then rested. The people of 
Israel are to follow God’s lead and rest every seventh day.  

By the time of Jesus, Sabbath keeping was essential to Israel’s identity. The 
Sabbath was one of the things that set them apart from other cultures. In 
most of society there was no Sabbath, no weekend. Every day was the same 
as any other day. But, for the Jewish people the Sabbath, Friday sundown 
through Saturday sundown, was a day when there was to be no work. 
Sabbath had become institutionalized into their religion and the rhythm of 
their lives, and there were many rules explaining what was not to be done on 
the seventh day. On the Sabbath, the Jewish community would gather in the 
local synagogue, read scripture, learn about scripture, and pray. Essentially, 
what we do every Sunday. 

And, contrary to what it might seem, Jesus was not anti-Sabbath. Five times, 
in Luke alone, Jesus observes the Sabbath, as any first century Jew would, in 
the synagogue reading and teaching scripture. Jesus made it his custom to 
observe the Sabbath. Yet, in all five stories in Luke, Jesus is involved in some 
kind of controversy. The first time, teaching in his hometown of Galilee, the 
people react badly and take Jesus out to a cliff to throw him over. The other 
four times Jesus performs a healing miracle of some kind. Our reading from 
this morning is one of those times. 

While Jesus was teaching in the synagogue, “there appeared a woman with a 
spirit that had crippled her for eighteen years. She was bent over and was 
quite unable to stand up straight.” Jesus without missing a beat called the 
woman to him and said, “Woman, you are set free from your ailment.” Then 
he touched her, and she stood up straight. 
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The leader of the synagogue witnessed this and, following the Law, told the 
crowd: “There are six days on which work ought to be done; come on those 
days and be cured, and not on the Sabbath day.” But Jesus, who described 
himself as, “the Lord of the Sabbath”, has a different understanding of what it 
means to observe the Sabbath. While Jewish law focused on the Seventh day 
as a day of rest, Jesus was focused on a different understanding. 

Our second Old Testament reading is from Deuteronomy, where Moses repeats 
the Ten Commandments to the people of Israel. Here, again, the people are 
instructed to honor the Sabbath and keep it holy, but the last part, the why 
part, is different:  

“Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your 
God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched 
arm; therefore the LORD your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath 
day.” 

In Deuteronomy, the reason Israel should honor the Sabbath, is not because 
God rested in Genesis, but because God heard the cries of the people, who 
were slaves in Egypt, and freed them from the oppression of Pharaoh. The 
Sabbath is about remembering that God, with a mighty hand, set them free; 
released them from the bondage of slavery.  Honoring the Sabbath, is not just 
about not working one day of the week. Honoring the Sabbath is also about 
being free from oppression and not being controlled by outside influences. It is 
about having the freedom, to worship and honor the God who made that 
possible.  

Listen again to what Jesus said to the leader: 

“Does not each of you on the Sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the 
manger, and lead it away to give it water?” And ought not this woman, a 
daughter of Abraham, whom Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set 
free from this bondage on the Sabbath day?” 

The poor woman in the synagogue was “bent over” and could not stand up 
straight. For eighteen years, her view of the world was the ground in front of 
her. It must have been a struggle to bend her head back far enough to look at 
people she would meet. Maybe she came to the synagogue regularly, or maybe 
she came because she had heard Jesus was teaching there. Whichever the 
case, everyone must have seen her. The leader of the synagogue must have 
seen her, slowly making her way through the crowd, bent toward the ground. 
If she was a regular, the leader was probably used to seeing her, and barely 
took notice of her. But Jesus saw her. Jesus really saw her, he saw a daughter 
of Abraham, who was bound by a spirit. Jesus saw a child of God who needed 
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to be set free, unbound from the grip of Satan that had limited her life for 
eighteen years. Everyone else may have ignored the woman, but Jesus saw 
her. Jesus called her over to him and said: “Woman, you are set free…” 

Jesus understood the Sabbath as a time of freedom from oppression and 
bondage, and set the woman free. In the same way God freed Israel from 
slavery in Egypt, Jesus unbound the woman from her oppressive affliction. 

I’m going to go out on a limb and say that all of us have trouble with ‘Sabbath 
Keeping.’ What does it mean? When do we do it? How do we do it? If it means 
not working, then those of us who have the weekend off from our daily job 
can manage that. Maybe we don’t need a whole day, maybe a few hours of 
sabbath is all we really need. A little down time to regroup and reenergize, so 
we can resume the hectic pace of our day-in-and-day-out lives. Most Sundays, 
if I can, I like to go home and take it easy for the rest of the day. Sit back in 
my recliner and watch television. Often this means falling asleep watching 
golf, or football. But is that sabbath? I doubt it. 

The purpose of honoring the Sabbath is to stop all of the things that dominate 
our lives and focus on God. Focus on the creator who rested after making all of 
creation. Focus on the savior of Israel who freed them from Pharaoh’s slavery. 
Focus on the Son who has the power to unbind the woman crippled, bent over, 
for eighteen years with the touch of his hand. 

So if you want to keep sabbath, as clearly God wants you to, then you must 
first identify what it is in your life that oppresses you, what it is that binds 
you and keeps you from focusing on God. Does a job or career require all of 
your focus? Is there some kind of addiction or habit that demands all of your 
energy and focus? Is there a relationship in your life that is all consuming and 
oppressive? Whether these things are your own doing or forced upon you from 
the outside, Sabbath keeping is about finding a way to set them aside, even 
for just a short time. Sabbath is about finding a release from the bondage of 
your life and placing your focus on the God of redemption and healing. 

And friends, the good news of the gospel is that Jesus Christ is the way to that 
redemption. Listen again to what Luke says happened after Jesus healed the 
woman: “When he laid his hands on her, immediately she stood up straight 
and began praising God.” The leader of the synagogue said wait for one of the 
other six days of the week. In the leader’s eyes what did it matter if this 
woman, who had suffered for eighteen years, went home and came back on 
some day other than the Sabbath. But Jesus knew that the Sabbath was the 
very day that this poor suffering woman needed to be released from her 
bondage of eighteen years, not in spite of it being the Sabbath, but because it 
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was the Sabbath and she needed to be unbound, so that she could worship 
and praise God. 

And that brothers and sisters means that whether we need to be released 
from bondage, or we need to let go of what we cling to the most, we need to 
know that God is both the way to freedom, the way to our release, and the 
focus of our praise, the focus of our Sabbath. 

Let us pray: 

Loving and holy God, you sent your Son to walk among us and show us the 
right way to follow your laws, laws that are not meant to be restricting and 
binding, but freeing and releasing us from oppressive influences in our lives. 
By touching the woman Jesus unbound her life and body that she could lift 
her head and praise you. Help us to feel the touch of Christ in our lives that 
we too, can be free and unbound to fully worship and praise your name. AMEN 


