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Luke 13:10-17 

Now he was teaching in one of the synagogues on the sabbath. 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. When Jesus saw 
her, he called her over and said, “Woman, you are set free from your ailment.” 
When he laid his hands on her, immediately she stood up straight and began 
praising God. 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.” 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? 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?” 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. 



Labor of Love 

I have lost count of how many people have gone out of their way to tell me that 
religion is the cause of suffering in the world, to which I have responded, “No it is 
not.”  Religion is not the cause of suffering but at times it has been a convenient 
excuse used by some people to do nothing about it.   

There is nothing new in that. The gospel writer Luke recounts something akin to it 
in a narrative about Jesus.  Jesus was teaching in a local synagogue when he 
encountered a woman who suffered from a debilitating illness that had crippled 
her to the point that she could no longer stand upright. Trapped by her physical 
limitations and held down by circumstances beyond her control had made her life 
very difficult.  

As difficult as life must have been for her, the belief by some people back then 
equating illness with God’s disfavor must have made her suffering unnecessarily 
worse. Maybe that is why the woman didn’t bother to ask for Jesus’ help like so 
many other people had done.  After years of being a cripple, one can only 
wonder if her spirit had been crippled as well.  

It happens.  Once your spirit has been crippled, it is hard to imagine a different 
life than the one you currently have.  But in taking the initiative, Jesus reached 
out to her and showed her what a joy filled life is like. Jesus soon discovered 
though that people who take the initiative sometimes encounter resistance. For 
taking the initiative, Jesus was blamed for breaking the rules by a congregational 
leader who pointed out the well known prohibition against working on the 
sabbath.  

Now, like so many of the religious authority figures portrayed in the New 
Testament, the leader of the synagogue makes a tempting target to criticize and 
condemn because he comes across as rigid. And while rigid attitudes can 
prevent any of us from seeing God’s grace, especially amidst events that are 
viewed as disruptive, in this particular encounter between Jesus and the 
congregational leader, what we see is a difference of opinion between two 
faithful, passionate Jews over the keeping of Sabbath. 

To say the leader of the synagogue objected to the woman being healed would 
unfairly portray him as an uncaring man, not unlike the way most people under 
the age of  thirty view Christians today. Instead, what we see is the leader of a 
synagogue interpreting the law one way and Jesus, another, which confirms the 



old adage that the only thing two rabbis can agree on is that the third rabbi is 
wrong. 

The dispute between Jesus and the congregation’s leader was never about 
healing per se but about the timing of it. To better understand, it helps to take a 
moment and step back in time. We all know the fourth of the Ten 
Commandments handed down to Moses by God. Right? You know, the one most 
churchgoers ignore these days.   

“Remember the Sabbath, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor, and do all your 
work; but the seventh day is a Sabbath unto the Lord Your God, in it you shall not 
do any manner of work, you, nor your son, nor your daughter, nor your man-
servant, nor your maid-servant, nor your cattle, nor your stranger that is within 
your gates; for in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that 
in them is, and rested on the seventh day. Wherefore the Lord blessed the 
Sabbath day, and made it holy.”    1

That seems pretty straightforward. Do no work on the sabbath, exactly what the 
congregational leader pointed out to Jesus. And he was right. At least he was half 
right. But here is the kicker. The fourth commandment tells us how to keep the 
sabbath but not why.   

Of the 80+ times the word sabbath is mentioned in Torah, there are only two 
reasons given why God’s people are to keep it. The first reason is because God 
rested from God’s labors and to honor God, so should we.  In doing so, we 
imitate God by keeping the Sabbath holy, as it was intended, as a consecrated 
time set aside for rest. And then there is the other reason for keeping sabbath 
and that goes to the heart of Jesus’ example citing the untying of one’s animal so 
it can get a drink of water.  

Common sense tells you that water is necessary for life. Right? Well, so is 
freedom. From Deuteronomy, “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.”  Suffering though, does not take a sabbath, a fact that seems to 2

have been lost on the synagogue leader.  

What a pair to behold; one bent over to the point she couldn’t stand up straight. 
The other so rigid that he was unable to bend even just a little. Both needed to be 
freed from their condition.  One was. 

 Exodus 8:20-111

 Deuteronomy 5:152



This is one of those situations where you can be correct about something and 
still be wrong. The leader of the synagogue was correct that the fourth 
commandment says that we are to rest from our labors. However, it says nothing 
about taking a break from being compassionate or merciful, both of which are 
tangible reflections of God’s love at work healing the world.  

Interestingly, Jesus’ approach would appear to be that if it is not expressly 
prohibited, then it must be permitted, at least when it comes to healing broken 
lives and broken spirits. One could of course argue otherwise. It wouldn’t be the 
first time someone tried and failed.  As Jesus demonstrated in the healing of a 
woman crippled for eighteen years, making a case for love may not win you 
friends with some folks, but it sure makes a difference to the people who have 
been told they have to wait.   

By taking the initiative, Jesus made it clear that the world cannot wait to be 
healed.  Only when suffering and injustice has ended for everyone will everyone 
truly be free.  Only when every daughter and every son of Abraham can stand 
upright in the assembly of humankind; only then, can we claim the work of the 
Lord is done. And only then, can we rest from the labor of love.


