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It is the sabbath, so naturally Jesus is in the synagogue teaching.  The 
synagogue on the sabbath is the very heart of the Jewish community, and everyone 
is here. As Jesus is teaching, he notices a woman walk in late.  The synagogue is 
full, but he sees this particular woman.  Her physical appearance has made her a 
social outcast for the past eighteen years as she has been bent over and quite unable 
to stand up straight. 

Coming in late to worship is a normal occurrence for this woman. She 
doesn’t want to arrive prior to worship so she doesn’t have to stand by herself 
while others greet one another and talk about life. Due to her condition, she 
constantly finds herself alone and excluded from the community, so she certainly 
isn’t going to put herself in a place where she will surely experience more 
loneliness especially on the sabbath.  

She can easily delay her arrival, but she does not want to miss worship 
because worship is the one time during the week where for at least a few minutes 
she feels part of this community that for so long she has prayed would openly 
welcome her. She will not let her physical ailment prevent her from being in the 
synagogue on the sabbath and hearing the teaching.   

She has her limitations, but listening is something she excels at since her 
visual outlook is so limited. Worshiping is something she can do just like everyone 
else.  She can hear the rabbi teach, and she can reflect on the message even though 
she is unable to look up to see him. She is excluded from so much, but she can 
worship. 

For eighteen years she has entered the synagogue after the teaching has 
begun so no one would notice her, but this day is not like any other day.  On this 
day Jesus is teaching, and Jesus sees her.  Not only does Jesus see her, but Jesus 
calls her over to him and says, “Woman, you are set free from your ailment.”  
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Jesus sees her. Jesus really sees her.  He sees what she needs before she can 
even think about what she needs.  Unlike other healing stories in the Bible, this 
woman doesn’t ask to be healed. Jesus simply sees her need and responds.   

Normally when someone is healed, there would be much elation, but Luke 
simply tells us the woman is praising God and then quickly moves to the reaction 
of the leader of the synagogue who is indignant.   

The synagogue leader is angry and annoyed, and he expresses such feelings 
by addressing the crowd saying, “There are six days on which work ought to be 
done; come on those days and be cured, and not on the sabbath day.” Did you 
noticed that he is speaking to the crowd and not directly to Jesus? 

The leader is insinuating that the woman has come to be healed, but there is 
nothing to suggest she asks Jesus for anything or has any intention of asking.  Luke 
tells us Jesus is teaching and just then there appears a woman with a spirit that has 
crippled her for eighteen years. It is important to remember the historical context.  
In Jesus’ day ailments that could not be explained were attributed to a sin or a 
demonic spirit.  Do you remember the story from John’s gospel when the disciples 
see a man blind from birth and ask Jesus who sinned, this man or his parents? This 
is the culture of day.   

Thankfully we have made great medical advancements since that time.  We 
now know the causes of most ailments, and society no longer attributes such things 
to sin or demonic spirits.  This medical knowledge however doesn’t lessen the 
physical or emotional burdens that accompany these ailments.  

I have had back issues since high school which has given me a very small 
glimpse into life with a persistent ailment, but many of you know first hand what it 
feels like to live with a debilitating ailment or you have witnessed what it is like 
through the experiences of a loved one. Jesus sees her need and heals this woman 
even though he knows the leader of the synagogue will criticize him. Jesus 
understands what the leader does not. 

Before we get to what Jesus understands, let us take a moment to see from 
the perspective of this synagogue leader.  He is not wrong when he says there are 
six days on which work ought to be done. The book of Exodus clearly tells us that 
the seventh day is a day to the Lord on which you shall not work- not you, not your 
children, not your slaves, and not even your livestock.   
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This man has been raised in this Jewish culture where the sabbath is the 
heart of the week, the heart of Jewish life. He is trying to honor the sabbath, and 
after spending the summer reflecting on sabbath, I find myself empathizing with 
him just a little as I try to honor my Friday sabbath each week. The synagogue 
leader is trying to keep those boundaries for himself and for the other leaders, but 
there is more for him to learn about the sabbath.   

Sabbath is a call to rest, but Jesus understands that sabbath is about more 
than following the law which tells us to rest.  Sabbath is also sacred space each 
week for the Jewish people to remember their story of God liberating the Hebrews 
from slavery in Egypt.  We keep the sabbath for our own benefit, but we also keep 
it for the benefit of others.  Sabbath keeping should not only remind us of the 
liberation of the Hebrew people, but it should help bring liberation to those who 
are vulnerable today. Sabbath should help us see others and have the courage to 
respond. 

Jesus understands that the essence of sabbath is liberation and freedom while 
the synagogue leader has such a legalistic view of the law that he is just unable to 
see how Jesus healing this woman allows all present, not only the woman, to 
experience liberation and deeper intimacy with God. 

As usual Jesus uses an everyday experience as a teaching opportunity. In 
response to the leader’s comments following the healing, which are to the entire 
crowd, Jesus speaks directly to the leader and indirectly to all who believe that his 
healing on the sabbath is a sin by saying, “You hypocrites! Does not each of you 
on the sabbath untie his ox or 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?” 

I think Fred Craddock summed up the meaning this response well saying, 
“This controversy plays on the words ‘bound’ and ‘loose.’ Jesus loosed the woman 
from the infirmity in which Satan had bound her. If their law permitted the loosing 
of a bound (tethered) animal for watering on the Sabbath, should it not be 
permitted that this woman, not an animal but a freeborn daughter of Abraham, not 
tethered for a few hours but bound for eighteen years, be loosed from Satan’s bond 
on the Sabbath?1”    

                                                           
1 Fred B. Craddock, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching, John Knox Press, 1990, p.170 
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Due to her physical ailment, for eighteen long years this community has 
excluded her.  The crowd thinks her healing welcomes her back to the community, 
but by Jesus calling her a daughter of Abraham, he is clearly stating that she has 
always been part of the community in God’s eyes. The covenantal relationship has 
always been there, even though they didn’t have eyes to see it. This woman, this 
daughter of Abraham who is overlooked by the community, is seen and valued by 
God. 

With the less than enthusiastic response by the leader of the synagogue, it is 
easy to skip over this woman’s response to being healed. Luke says that “When he 
laid his hands on her, immediately she stood up straight and began praising God.”  

I would like for each of you to close your eyes for a moment and picture 
yourself bent over. For eighteen years, you have been so bent over that your 
constant view is from your knees down. It has been eighteen years since you have 
been able to look another person in the eye.  You enter the sanctuary for worship, 
Jesus sees you, Jesus calls you to come to him, and then Jesus heals you.  You 
stand up straight for the first time after all those long eighteen years, and the first 
thing you see is the face of Christ.  The first thing you see is the face of love, the 
face of God with us, and you immediately begin praising God. How can you not? 
You may open your eyes. 

When in your life have you experienced something like this? When after 
either feeling physically weighed down or having a limited perspective on 
something have you then been freed? When have you finally been able to 
experience the liberation of standing up straight or of broadening your perspective 
so that you are able to look into the face of another and see the eyes of Christ? 
When we see Christ in another, how can we not praise God? 

The healing of this woman certainly brought physical healing, but it also 
restored her to the wholeness of her community. Using the words of Jill Duffield, 
“The miracle of this story isn’t only physical healing, it is communal seeing.2” For 
eighteen years she has been overlooked, but now the community sees her. Who 
around us is being overlooked? Who is feeling bent over with the heavy burdens of 
life and in need of being set free? How can we participate in communal seeing 
today?   

                                                           
2 Jill Duffield, Looking into the Lectionary 11th Sunday after Pentecost, The Presbyterian Outlook, August 25, 2019 
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This sabbath sin, this healing on the sabbath, is actually the opposite of sin.  
Sin is often defined as “missing the mark,” but by healing this woman on the 
sabbath, Jesus hits the bullseye.  Jesus is proclaiming the good news that God sent 
him to free us all, from all that afflicts us. Jesus sees this woman.  Jesus sees all of 
us who need to be freed. May we all have eyes to see as Jesus sees, and then have 
the courage to respond accordingly. Amen.  


