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“To Set Us Free”

Luke 13:10-13

March 11, 2007


Luke says “On a Sabbath Jesus was teaching in one of the synagogues”. I want us to think about that sentence before we focus on what happened in that synagogue on that Sabbath day. It always helps me to understand a story like this when I can translate the story from then to now, put it into a context that is familiar.

For our purposes we might think of synagogue as church plus. Scholars tells us that in the New Testament period the synagogue served as a combination school, community center, law court and worship center. Every community of any size had a synagogue.

On the day of rest, the Sabbath, the synagogue worship would have looked not unlike our worship. There would have been time for prayers, scripture readings and preaching, and an offering. Some synagogues may even have had some kind of music or singing. Synagogues were lay led centers. The teacher/preacher for the day might have been any adult male of the community. I am sure that each community synagogue had its own favorite teacher/preacher. And traveling teachers were always a special treat. It was Jesus’ habit to attend synagogue gatherings on the Sabbath wherever he was. His notoriety always gave him the “pulpit”. So, our reading finds Jesus in a synagogue on the Sabbath teaching.

We don't know what scripture Jesus was using. We don't know what his message was about. But we do know that his main theme was always "The Kingdom of God". (In the 18th verse following this healing story Jesus uses two parables to describe the Kingdom of God, the mustard seed and the yeast, each reinforcing the importance of seemingly insignificant things.)

This event in the synagogue tells us several things about the Kingdom of God and what our roll as the Kingdom's earthly representatives must be.

1. The Kingdom of God puts human needs before tradition or rules.

2. The Kingdom of God rejects hypocrisy on any level.

3. In the Kingdom of God nothing is insignificant.

Any time I say “The Kingdom of God” in this sermon I am talking about us. Christians are the Kingdom of God in this time and place. We are the body of Christ and do the work of Christ therefore we are His kingdom here and now.

1. The Kingdom of God puts human needs first even if it means breaking tradition and rules. There Jesus was teaching and preaching in the synagogue. A woman is in the congregation who for 18 years has suffered with a crippling spinal condition that prevents her from standing erect. The bible says “she was there”. She didn’t come to synagogue to be healed, she came to worship, just as she had been doing all those many years. She may not have even known that Jesus was going to be there. She may not have gotten the Email or read the synagogue newsletter.

Jesus had read scripture and has begun to teach. (Men and women did not sit together in the synagogue. The men sat in front so they could participate in the study. This woman was probably standing listening with the other women in the back.) As Jesus is teaching he sees this woman back there in the crowd, all bent over, struggling to raise her head so she can hear. Jesus never missed an opportunity for an great illustration. He calls her forward. He is about to show them all the love of God and how they too should live and love.

The crowd parts as she shyly makes her way forward and stops arms length from Jesus. In a voice just loud enough that those near can hear he says to her, "Woman, you are set free from your infirmity." He lays his hands upon her and immediately she stands erect praising God. The pain is gone! Her back is as straight as it was when she was a teenager. She is set free from what crippled her. The Kingdom of God cares about people and never allows rules or traditions stand in the way of helping them. A great church and a faithful people are always evaluating their rules and measuring their traditions to be sure they don’t get in the way of God’s blessings.

I suspect that Jesus could have chosen several different people in that gathering. And indeed verse seventeen seems to say that this wasn’t the only “wonderful thing” he did that day. No doubt a lot of people in that gathering needed to see Jesus. In fact most of us come to worship with some kind of “infirmity” crushing us over. Something that is weighing heavily on our hearts. A challenge that lies before us. A disappointment. All kinds of infirmities. We need to see Jesus too!

Luke may have remembered that particular person because her infirmity was so obvious to everyone and her healing so dramatic. But much of what the Lord does isn’t so obvious or dramatic or quick. As God’s people He gives us many opportunities to help people with things that bend them over. The help we can give isn’t as dramatic as what the Lord did but is just as important. Through us Jesus often works slowly, steadily, patiently to bring peace and healing in the lives of others. (If we just listen to His still small voice in our hearts, and do what he says.) Sometimes we are like that synagogue ruler, we let our prejudices or our habits or our preferences get in our way of helping. When we do we become as hypocritical as the ruler.

2. The Kingdom of God, when we are faithful, rejects hypocrisy on any level. The synagogue ruler criticized Jesus for doing the work of healing on the Sabbath and yet those same rules allowed a person to do things that helped others on the Sabbath. It was the place and the time that was unusual and disturbing. The place and time caused them to forget the mission. James, the brother of Jesus wrote, “Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to him, ‘Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it?” Hypocrisy!

When I was a teen I was very active in a church about the size of St. Timothy. Mom went with me occasionally, dad never went to church. A deacon of that church was a friend of my dad, they had worked in similar businesses and known each other for years. Almost every Sunday he would greet me at the door with a big smile and glad hand and would ask “how is your dad?” And every Sunday he would say, “I’m going to go by and see ole Barney. He needs to be in church!” But he never did, not once, even call! As an idealistic teenager I despised him for his hypocrisy. As an older Christian I understand how easy it is to say we are going to do something and then let it get lost in a busy week. I also realize how easy it is to ignore the soft voice of God in our hearts. Jesus would have called him “hypocrite” right to his face, and he would to us too. It is worse to offer help and not follow through than to not offer at all. It is a terrible hypocrisy to tell someone you will pray for them and then don’t pray for them. It is a horrible hypocrisy to claim to love the Lord and then go out on Monday and make someone’s life miserable. Jesus hated hypocrisy, still does!

3. And lastly, in the Kingdom of God there are no little, insignificant good deeds. Although it is not a part of our reading today Jesus ended his day at the synagogue with two parables about tiny things that make big differences.

Was it important for Jesus to heal on the Sabbath? Couldn’t he have waited just a few hours to keep the Sabbath rules intact? Sure he could have, he could have easily found her, but God presented his Son with an opportunity to help someone and to teach a lot of people a lesson about grace, and he took it. The timing of her healing was a little thing, but it made a huge difference in the lives of all those people in church. They saw God at work! They went away changed! Some of them began to reorder the importance of rules versus opportunities to help. Some of them went away unhappy. Some of them went away limping because the shoe fit. None of them went away unchanged.

If there is anything I think we should take home with us today it is this, the little things are big things to God. Please don’t let things get in your way of doing the little helpful things. Who knows, God may use a little thing you do to free someone from a burden that bends them over. God may use a little thing you do to bring someone to a huge blessing. You don’t know, so don’t pass up any opportunity. Amen.

