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Luke writes, “On a Sabbath Jesus was teaching in one of the synagogues ….” Let me stop right there. Sometimes we take for granted that everyone knows what a word or term in the Bible means. And sometimes even we will read a word, have a vague idea of the meaning of that word, and just slide past it. And to complicate things we will always understand a word filtered through our twenty-first century experiences. For those of you who already know please be patient with me. For those of you who are a little vague maybe this aside will help.

Luke says his story takes place “on a Sabbath”. The word “Sabbath” is from the Hebrew word “Shabbat” which means “rest” or “inactivity”. “Shabbat” has its origin in another Hebrew word that literally means “to cease”. The Sabbath is a day of rest, is the fourth commandment, and has its origins in the Biblical fact that God rested after six days of creation. God didn’t need to rest, God wasn’t tired after a long week of creating, God doesn’t get tired. God stopped creating on the seventh day, He was at rest, and admired His handiwork.

Without getting too involved with dates and calendars and stuff, the first day of the week is Sunday and the seventh day of the week is Saturday. The Sabbath is Saturday. But we Christians celebrate a day of rest and worship on Sunday because the Bible says, “On the first day of the week, very early in the morning” the women discovered the empty tomb and angels who told them “He is not here; he has risen!” We are “First Day of the Week People”, Easter people. You might think of Sabbath as the day we stop and admire the wonderful things God has done for us.

Lets read on; Luke says, “On the Sabbath Jesus was teaching in one of the synagogues …” Synagogue is another word we tend to let slip past us. The word synagogue comes from the Hebrew “beit k’nesset which literally means “House of Assembly”, a place where people gather. A modern synagogue looks a lot like our church, it has a worship center, offices and classrooms and rooms or building just for religious or social events, a Jewish Life Center. Many community agencies and programs like Boy Scouts meet in Jewish Synagogues, and most modern Synagogues have an in-house social welfare agency to help out the needy. 


Two more little tid-bits about modern Synagogues you might find interesting; they all have a board of directors, all non-clergy, who operate exactly like our session and diaconate. And most Synagogues have a paid rabbi who is a seminary trained teacher and theologian. But, it is not absolutely necessary for a Synagogue to have a rabbi. The board of directors has the authority and responsibility to lead the people in worship. And even when they have a rabbi, members of the board and other lay people take an active role in worship leadership.

And one final thing, you will like this, no collection plates, they don’t take up an offering in worship. Jewish law forbids carrying money on the Sabbath. Instead each family is asked to pay monthly or annual dues, and special gifts are welcome anytime, but not on the Sabbath.


The synagogue of Jesus’ day was much like many of today’s orthodox synagogues. (Not all of today’s synagogues are orthodox, some are conservative and some reformed. The conservative movement is the farthest style from a synagogue of Jesus’ day. The orthodox and reformed movements have many things in common with the first century Synagogue.) Regardless of the style, a day at synagogue then and now would include a sizable time of prayer and worship which would include Psalm singing, and a time of reading God’s word and discussing it.

In an orthodox synagogue the women are separated from the men. In a modern orthodox synagogue the women may sit on one side of the worship area and the men on the other. In Jesus day the women would have sat or stood at the back of the room separated from the men by a screen, (so as not to distract the men from their prayers. You women are a sweet distraction don’t you know?) The screen was usually a decorative panel that allowed the women to see and hear the worship, and the speaker to see them, more of a symbolic barrier.

So, with that picture in mind, let us turn back to our story. Prayers have been said, psalms have been sung, the Torah and writings of the prophets have been brought out. The famous (or infamous) rabbi Jesus of Nazareth is in the house and is teaching the people from God’s word. In the back, behind the screen with the other women, is a woman Luke says, “who had been crippled by a spirit for eighteen years. She was bent over and could not straighten up at all”. (v11) Why was she there?  We don’t know. Maybe for the same reasons

we come to worship. Her friends and neighbors were there, it was her habit, and she had found Sabbath worship to be comforting and helpful.

Those are not bad reasons for coming to worship and I am certain every one of us would include them in our own reasons for being here, but there must be another reason. If there isn’t then worship is no different from any other gathering of people. To quote Rick Warren, “It’s not about you!” Worship is about God.  The focus isn’t on us, but God. Worship should be comforting and helpful, it should be a place where you are among friends, it should be a habitual practice, but above all worship should be a brief moment in the week when we completely focus our thoughts and hearts on God. Worship is our outpouring to God of our praises, our prayers, and our gratitude for His love. Worship is adoration of God. Any part of worship that is about us is peripheral to the worship experience. If not, then we are here for the wrong reason.
Let us assume that the woman in Luke’s story was there for all the right reasons. The synagogue and the Sabbath had always been a part of her life. For the last eighteen years she had painfully made her way to worship, and no doubt had lifted her prayer for God’s help and healing each time. And each time gone away unchanged. This woman reminds me of those you and I have known who showed steadfast faith in the midst of terrible physical and emotional struggles. Their example humbles us and drives us to be as faithful even when life is throwing rocks at us.

I wonder what she did that caused her so much pain? The bible does not say that she did anything that caused her suffering. It seems to be our nature when we experience suffering to wonder what we have done to deserve this. Sometimes we are to blame, but much more often the fault is not ours. I’ve said it a hundred times and will probably say it a hundred more, this world is a fallen world and bad things happen to bad people and good people alike. You might not be far off if you just blamed your pain on “a spirit” as did Dr. Luke.
But wait a minute. Luke doesn’t say she was a faithful worshipper, that is my take. Maybe she hasn’t been in worship for eighteen years. Maybe she hurt too bad to spend an hour or more standing at the back of the Synagogue. Maybe she had been angry with God because he had let her hurt. Maybe she wasn’t a church going woman and had never darkened the door of that Synagogue, but was there that day because she had heard that The Healer was going to be in the house. Luke doesn’t say why she was there or what kind of person she was. Maybe none of that is important!
Notice in the story the woman does not ask Jesus to heal her and Jesus does not ask her anything about herself or place any conditions on his actions. Luke says “Jesus saw her, he called her forward”. What can we make of that story? What does this story have to say to us? Now that we have been reminded of the historical context we can make several observations that are relevant to us and our time.

Obviously worship and the study of God’s word is very important, but evidently not nearly as important as the needs of the people who seek God’s help. Jesus was in the middle of a fantastic sermon in a packed worship service, and stopped his teaching to help this woman. (Of course, the very act of helping her was a teaching moment.) If all we do is worship and study God’s word on Sunday, and don’t live out what we say we believe on Sunday on Monday, we are “like a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal”, we are just making a lot of noise. (I Cor. 13:1) James, the bother of Jesus said, “faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead”. (James 2:7) For Jesus taking care of people was of first priority. He knew that when we are hurting it is very difficult for us to think about spiritual things. As the body of Christ in the twenty-first century we have to be careful that we keep our priorities straight. The song says, “People need the Lord”, and we are the ones given the honor of showing them Jesus. And one of the most blatant and God blessed ways is offering a helping hand.
That woman was in a crowd of women, behind a screen, in the back of the room and probably because of her bent back was out of sight. But Jesus knew she was there and knew her struggle and sought her out. No screens can hide us or separate us from God. Not screens that others put up and not anything that we might hide behind. Screens hide, screens divide.
Nothing is hidden from God! God knows exactly why you are here today. He knows the deepest darkest secrets of your heart, things you would never confess to anyone. He knows what you need better than you know. And here is the marvelous thing – he loves you and wants to bless you with his healing touch.

Don’t you imagine when Jesus called to the woman in our story that for a moment she found herself in a crisis of decision? Women were to say in the back. Women were not to be a distraction in worship. And suddenly she found herself the center of focus. Everybody was looking at her! I’ll bet, for a moment, she wished she

 could just disappear. But she had to obey the rabbi! She came forward, Luke says, and in coming forward received healing. But she also became a teaching example for Jesus and a thrilling example of God’s love to everyone.


When we obey the Lord we receive the blessing of his touch and our obedience is noticed by others. We never know what kind of ripple effect our willingness to obey may have. How many of those people went away that day with a new idea of what it means to love others? And even the indignant rebuke of the synagogue ruler served to highlight the difference between what we might think is right and what God shows us is best.  A crisis moment in worship became a blessing for a lot of people, not just that one woman.
Every time we gather to worship there is the potential that God will set up a crisis moment for us. Very often his word challenges us. When it does we have a crisis of decision. We must decide whether to stay where we are or step out in obedience. If we stay put we miss the blessing, if we step out God does things with our lives that can change us forever. Can we trust Him?
Our closing song today, “Savior, Like a Shepherd, Lead Us”

 should give you some comfort. Jesus is a wonderful shepherd, he won’t lead you anywhere that would harm you. You can trust him!
