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Introduction 
 Imagine this fictional scene: 

A man and his wife are on vacation driving through the Colorado Rocky 
Mountains – well-paved, curvy roads winding around cliffs and peaks.  All of the sudden 
the husband swerves.  The wife shrieks.  He slows down a bit. 

“Was that what I thought it was?” she asks. 
Speeding back up the husband responds, “Yeah, it was.  It was a baby.” 
“A baby!  Why aren’t you stopping?  There’s a baby lying right in the middle of 

the road.  We have to go back and pick it up!  We have to help it.” 
“Can’t.” 
“Can’t?  Why not?” 
The husband looks at his wife and responds, “We don’t have a car seat.” 
 
I know, it’s a crazy story.  A law that’s designed to save babies’ lives – that all 

kids in cars must be in a child safety seat – is being used in order to avoid saving a baby.  
It’s backwards and far-fetched, but the concept might not be that uncommon among 
people today. 

Today’s text in Luke tells the story of Jesus miraculously healing a woman of a 
debilitating condition.  The only problem is he did it on the Sabbath – a Jewish holy day 
in which no work was to be done.  Some people weren’t too happy with Jesus for this 
(although some were, especially the woman who was healed).  Jesus’ actions brought the 
disapproval of the religious types. 

What I’m going to try to do today is retell this story, making a few comments on 
some of the secondary themes we find here as we go along, and then I’m going to spend 
some time explaining and applying the main theme we see Luke developing for us here.  
That main idea is just this: We can’t allow our religion to get in the way of 
compassion.  The religion of Jesus is a religion of compassion; he came to set people 
free from what ails them.  Therefore, we can never allow our “religion” to get in the 
way of truly loving people. 
 
Pray 
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Text 
 
 It’s been a couple of weeks since we’ve been in Luke so let’s try to get our 
bearings again within Luke’s big picture.  We’re still following Jesus on his way to the 
Cross – the Jerusalem journey section.  As we go, Jesus is giving people hard teachings 
about being his disciple and he’s calling people to repent and bear fruit as they follow 
him.  Some people are doing just that, believing in him, but also as he approaches his fate 
in Jerusalem there is a mounting tension.  Many people are growing more and more upset 
with Jesus.  He did, after all, come to bring division, not peace. 
 Starting in v. 10 we see Jesus in a synagogue – a local, 1st Century, Jewish house 
of prayer, worship, and Scripture teaching analogous to a Christian church, except they 
met on Saturdays instead of Sundays.  Now this is the last time we see Jesus in a 
synagogue in Luke.  The first time related to us by Luke is back in chapter 4, v. 16ff.  We 
read there that Jesus “went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the 
Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom.  And he stood up to read.  
The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him.  Unrolling it, he found the place 
where it is written: 
 ‘The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 
  Because he has anointed me 
  to preach good news to the poor. 
 He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 
  and recovery of sight for the blind, 
 to release the oppressed, 
  to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.’ 
Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down.  The eyes of 
everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him, and he began by saying to them, 
‘Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.’ 
 That was the first story Luke gives us of Jesus in a synagogue; this is the last.  So 
what we have is sort of like two synagogue story bookends.  Luke first tells us of Jesus’ 
synagogue tour by relating the story of his astonishing announcement that he was here to 
heal people, to free them from sin and its consequences, to in effect inaugurate the 
kingdom.  Luke closes Jesus’ synagogue tour with a powerful story of setting a poor 
woman free.  A synagogue sandwich, if you will, and between the two buns there’s the 
meat of Jesus healing people, many times in synagogues and many times on the Sabbath 
and the Jewish leaders never come around to liking what Jesus is doing. 
 So he’s in a synagogue on the Sabbath again, one last time here in 13:10; this is 
the setting.  Then, in v. 11, we’re introduced to one of the main characters – the woman.  
Luke is intentional about including women and pointing out Jesus’ equal care and 
concern for women, a notable feature for a 1st Century Jewish rabbi.  But not only was 
this woman in a lower caste of society for being a woman, she was even more easily 
ignored and pushed to the fringes because of the fact that she was deformed. 
 The picture we get is a pitiful one indeed.  “A woman was there who had been 
crippled by a spirit for eighteen years.  She was bent over and could not straighten up at 
all” (v. 11).  Modern, scientific types try to diagnose instances like these in the Bible.  
The most popular explanation going is that she had spondylitis ankylopoietica, which in 
laymen’s terms is a fusion of the spinal bones. 
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But I don’t think we’re supposed to simply view this through cold, medical terms.  
What we’re supposed to see is a sad, heartbreaking image of a poor woman, quietly 
slipping in among the back of the synagogue to worship God.  She’s unable even to lift 
her head and make eye contact with anyone as she makes her way around, shuffling her 
feet, all hunched over.  Can you imagine not having anyone look you in the eyes for 18 
years?  C.H. Spurgeon described her this way: “She walked about as if she were 
searching for a grave.”1  She lived a miserable life unloved and unnoticed by everyone. 

Everyone, that is except Jesus.  Jesus is teaching his radical message in the 
synagogue when he notices this ugly mass of humanity in the back, with her face to the 
ground.  When Jesus saw her he takes the initiative and “he called her forward and said to 
her, “Woman, you are set free from your infirmity” (v.12), and he touched her.  He 
touched her.  Perhaps she had been without the dignity of human touch for quite 
sometime, except for people in crowds pushing her out of the way, and Jesus sensed that.  
I’ve heard people say that at certain stages in their lives they went for long periods of 
time without physical touch and they longed for a hug, especially women.  Many times 
Jesus heals without the laying on of hands, just by a spoken word; but not this time. 

The picture we’re supposed to see here is Jesus as a man of compassion – a man 
whose heart broke for the downtrodden, the weak, the sick; a man who could not 
callously look upon another’s misery and not feel something. 

But we’re also supposed to see a man of power and authority.  Jesus didn’t just 
merely empathize with the woman; he did something to help her.  We see that 
immediately upon Jesus’ pronouncement and laying on of hands this woman straightened 
up.  Now picture it: 18 years bent over, BOOM, standing up straight.  It’s nothing less 
than a miracle.  We can hear stories like this and automatically file them into that part of 
our brain reserved for comic books and fairy tales, but we need to remind ourselves that 
this really happened.  It’s historical.  It was a miracle.  Her bones were fused together, 
now they’re not. 

The woman instantaneously recognized the power of God here.  What does she do 
as a result?  She starts praising and glorifying God.  God was at work in Jesus, doing 
miraculous wonders.  Such miracles are part of the signs of the times mentioned back in 
12:56.  People should be able to see such activity and know who Jesus is.  God’s at work 
in Jesus, the kingdom has come in him. 

Sadly, not everyone recognized this.  You’d think, of all people, the religious 
leaders of the day would be in tune with what God is doing.  You’d think that someone 
who diligently studied the Scriptures would see in Jesus the fulfillment of those 
Scriptures.  But in response to Jesus’ merciful and miraculous healing of this poor 
woman the third major character in this story, the ruler of the synagogue, was not 
impressed. 

In fact, we read that he was “indignant because Jesus had healed on the Sabbath.”  
And so the synagogue ruler firmly and angrily said to the people present, with teeth 
clinched, “There are six days for work.  So come and be healed on those days, not on the 
Sabbath” (v. 14).  He’s a religious man and as a good, upstanding Jew he upheld the 
Sabbath day. 

The Sabbath principle goes all the way back to creation when God made the 
heavens and the earth in six days, but rested from his work on the seventh.  This principle 
was transferred to the Israelites in the desert when they were told they could collect 
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manna for six days, but not on the seventh.  And it was enshrined in law in the Ten 
Commandments.  The 4th commandment: “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it 
holy.  Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to 
the Lord your God.  On it you shall not do any work…” (Ex. 20:8-10a; cf. Dt. 5:12-14a).  
And Sabbath observance throughout the OT was a mark of faithfulness to God (i.e. Neh. 
13:15ff). 

But during the intertestamental period it started to become solely a mark of ethnic 
distinction for Jews (i.e. 2 Macc. 6:6).  And by the time of the finalization of the Mishnah 
at the end of the 2nd Century A.D. it was a full-fledged legalistic ordeal.  The Mishnah 
collected authoritative rabbinic teachings on certain religious practices and in it there was 
a list of 39 regulations relating to the Sabbath ranging from how far you were allowed to 
walk to how many letters you could write.  What the OT called a “delight” (Is. 58:13) 
was becoming a burden and this synagogue ruler in the name of religion was denouncing 
the miraculous healing of a woman because it was done on the Sabbath. 

My intention here is not to go into how the Sabbath laws relate to the New 
Covenant or to fully explain a biblical theology of the Sabbath, except to say that its 
original intention was good and sinful humanity’s tendency is to distort something good 
into something evil.  This synagogue ruler had succumbed to a legalism that sucked the 
life out of his religion.  He had, like many others thinking they were being good followers 
of God, turned the Sabbath into a burden instead of a blessing, something that actually 
prevented good from happening. 

Jesus says, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give 
you rest [true Sabbath rest]” (Mt. 11:28).  But do you remember what Jesus said to the 
experts in the Law back in 11:46?  “Woe to you, because you load people down with 
burdens they can hardly carry.”  To the synagogue ruler here and all the others present 
who think like him Jesus responds, “You hypocrites!” – the same endearing term to 
describe those who couldn’t discern the nature of the present time back in 12:56.  Here 
the Lord Jesus denounces again the blind, backwards, hard-hearted position of the 
religious leaders of the day. 

He exposes their inconsistency and lack of compassion with a simple example:  
“Doesn’t each of you on the Sabbath untie [or loose or set free] his ox or donkey from the 
stall and lead it out to give it water” (v. 15)?  It’s a rhetorical question.  The answer is 
yes, everyone did that.  They had devised complex rules and loopholes that allowed them 
to take their cattle to water on the Sabbath out of compassion for them.  Jesus has them 
here. 
 “Then should not this woman, a daughter of Abraham, whom Satan has kept 
bound for eighteen long years, be set free [or loosed or untied] on the Sabbath day from 
what bound her?”  The point is clear and the logic water-tight – if you can do it for an 
animal, why not for a human, a daughter of Abraham even?! 
 Here we see even more clearly what Jesus has done for her.  He has freed her 
from her bondage to Satan.  You may be scratching your heads and saying, “I just 
thought she was sick.  What’s this about Satan?”  It’s not really an exorcism; she’s not 
demon possessed.  And it’s not that she had done some gross, evil sin which caused her 
to become ill – we debunked that myth two weeks ago when we looked at vv. 1-5.  
Rather, Luke is making it clear that physical illness is a result of the Enemy’s work in the 
world. 
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 We saw this hinted at in v. 11 where we read that the woman had been crippled by 
a spirit for eighteen years.  Here that spirit is identified more clearly with the demonic.  
Luke is a physician who sees spiritual influences at work in the physical realm.  More 
accurately, he’s a theologian who sees death and decay and sickness as the work of that 
ancient serpent, the Devil.  Death and illness came into the world through the sin of 
Adam as a result of the temptations and schemes of Satan and now Satan has a foothold 
on the world. 
 Christ, the 2nd Adam, came to reverse the effects of the Fall, to redeem people 
from the captivity of Satan and a part of that captivity is physical decay.  The Lord Jesus 
came to bring the long-awaited kingdom of God, to preach this good news to the poor, 
and to proclaim freedom for the prisoners.  As Luke records Peter saying in Acts 10:38 – 
“God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and… he went around 
doing good and healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with 
him.” 
 So we see here that in some sense the physical world and the spiritual world are 
connected.  Jesus demonstrates his authority and victory over both by healing this woman 
on the Sabbath.  When certain people’s religion caused them to oppose this act of 
compassion, Jesus used their own faulty logic against them.  As a result, v. 17 tells us, 
“all his opponents were humiliated” – even though they didn’t like what Jesus was doing, 
they were silenced by his argument.  Meanwhile, the rest of “the people were delighted 
with all the wonderful things he was doing.” 
 So that’s the story, in a nutshell. 
 
Doctrine 
 
 Now there are several interesting themes that one could draw out of this text and 
explore.  There’s the theme of Jesus’ authority.  There’s the theme of unbelief and hard-
heartedness.  There’s the theme of Jesus’ concern for women; that’s definitely here.  
There’s the theme of the proper use of the Law, specifically what’s the Sabbath all about 
(that would be an interesting one to delve into a little more, but not from this text).  
There’s also the link between the spiritual and the physical realms and how they 
interplay.  But I think the main motif in this passage, the main point that Luke intends his 
readers to take away is that of legalism versus compassion, or more generally being 
religious versus being compassionate. 
 The simple phrase “on the Sabbath” occurs 5x in these 8 verses.  Luke wants us to 
notice this detail.  In a couple of places the Greek wording is rearranged in order to front 
load sentences with this phrase.  For example, a literal translation of v. 14 would read, 
“Indignant because on the Sabbath Jesus had healed…” instead of “Indignant because 
Jesus had healed on the Sabbath.” 

Similarly when Jesus responds to the objection in v. 15 he says, “Doesn’t each of 
you on the Sabbath untie his ox or donkey from the stall and lead it out to give it water?”  
He could have easily said, “Doesn’t each of you untie his ox or donkey from the stall and 
lead it out to give it water on the Sabbath?” 
 So when you read this, especially in the original language, it’s clear that the 
central point of the controversy is that Jesus is doing work on the Sabbath.  Never mind 
that he is doing good.  He’s breaking our religious rules, therefore he’s doing something 
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bad.  We have to oppose him.  They were letting their religion get in the way of Jesus 
bringing healing and freedom to someone in need. 
 I like how one commentary I read this week put things.  It said, “As Jesus comes 
across [this woman] in this Sabbath setting, no amount of Sabbath scrupulosity will keep 
him from bringing ‘liberty’ to this particular ‘captive’ (4:18).”2  I think I included that 
quote just because I like the word ‘scrupulosity’.  But what this commentator is saying is 
true – Jesus won’t let religiosity (another cool word) to get in the way of helping people.  
He doesn’t have much patience for a religion that obscures seeing people set free from 
Satan. 
 God disdains our religion if it just becomes a system of rules and regulations, 
devoid of sincerity and meaning.  In Is. 29:13 “The Lord says: ‘These people come near 
to me with their mouth and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.  
Their worship of me is made up only of rules taught by men.’”  In Hosea 6:6 God says to 
Israel, “I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt 
offerings.” 
 In the OT God’s precepts are for his people’s own good.  They’re also supposed 
to be a loving response to God’s gracious act of redemption, not a badge of spiritual 
pride, a means to earn acceptance with God, or something to be maneuvered in such a 
way as to fulfill obligations without really having one’s heart in it. 
 Jesus comes on the scene and echoes these things.  He says, “It is not the healthy 
who need a doctor, but the sick.  But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy 
[NASB compassion], not sacrifice.’  For I have not come to call the righteous, but 
sinners” (Matt. 9:12-13).  Jesus doesn’t have anything good to say about those “religious” 
people that have missed the whole point. 
 Paul says something similar in 1 Cor. 13:1-3 – “If I speak in the tongues of men 
and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal.  If I 
have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a 
faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.  If I give all I possess to 
the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.”  In 
other words if you have all the external trappings of a Christian, but you don’t have 
compassion you’re missing the boat. 
 “The Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost” (Luke 19:10), but the 
religious leaders of the day crucified him as a blasphemer.  In this story Jesus shows 
compassion and mercy to a woman under the effects of sin, Satan, and a fallen world, but 
a synagogue ruler objected in the name of religion because Jesus did it on the Sabbath.  
He was as completely blind and backwards and confused as the man who refused to pick 
up a baby in the road because he didn’t have a car-seat.  In the name of religion he lacked 
compassion. 
 
Application 
 
 “Ooooo, that’s awful,” we say, “How could he do that?”  But this text has a big 
application to most of us sitting in this room right now.  It’s about us.  We’re religious 
people.  Our family, neighbors, and coworkers know us as Christians (at least they 
should).  Most of the people, I’m guessing, in this room would be identified 
sociologically as evangelicals – we believe the Bible, we attend church services at least 
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weekly, we call ourselves ‘born again’.  So we have to really search ourselves when we 
hear a sermon about not allowing religion to get in the way of compassion. 
 How can this happen nowadays?  Well, I think it’s very easy for us in an age 
where society is becoming more and more hostile to biblical values, where it seems that 
the church is losing the ‘culture wars’ to feel very threatened, to get defensive, and to 
react out of fear and anger to people who oppose us instead of compassion and love.  We 
see our religion as a way to distinguish ourselves from ‘sinners’ instead of as motivation 
to help sinners find freedom in Christ. 

I think in the name of Christian/family values we have become bitter and 
subconsciously full of hate.  Now hear me out.  I know that, at least for me, in attempting 
to side with Jesus I many times look much more like the synagogue ruler in today’s text.  
I defiantly stand up for what’s right and denounce sin, but do it not out of love, but out of 
self-righteous condemnation. 

I’m saying that in many ways we can get hung up on our religious do’s and don’ts 
and totally miss the heart of Jesus, the heart of compassion that is broken by sin and 
misery and pain.  If we retreat into an us vs. them mentality that’s always quick to decry 
the moral decay of our country or the repulsiveness of certain behaviors then we’ve 
missed the point of the gospel that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners – of 
whom I am the worst” (1 Tim. 1:15), and we become just as hypocritical as the religious 
man who failed to rejoice that a woman was healed. 

Sure, flipping through the TV channels, reading the Red Eye paper, or listening to 
NPR will quickly reveal how degenerate and liberal our culture has become, but that 
should fill us with compassion for the lost and remind us of how badly the world needs 
Christ.  It shouldn’t fill us with anger or fear and cause us to distance ourselves from the 
people who need the love of Christ the most – we’re his body in the world now. 

There are several instances where our ‘Christianity’ can cause us to be 
compassionless, but one of the biggest current areas I think is homosexuality.  This is the 
new cultural battle of our day and, like it or not, it’s here to stay.  It seems like the church 
is being attacked on every side to capitulate to the popular notions that this ‘alternative 
lifestyle’ is okay and that homosexuality deserves equal acceptance as a perfectly 
legitimate behavior.  The media, the networks, the intelligentsia have all banded together 
to push this agenda. 

Scripture is clear: such practices are unnatural, sinful, even evil.  They are clearly 
a result of a depraved and idolatrous humanity.  The book of Leviticus does call 
homosexuality an abomination.  But many Christians have used this as justification for 
hate, for carrying signs that say “God hates fags!”  We’re probably not as radical as that, 
but maybe there’s still a feeling of disgust instead of Christ-like compassion.  I know I 
struggle with this. 

Our religion can cause us to fight a cold and calculated cultural war instead of fill 
our hearts with care and concern for those who desperately need Christ’s liberation from 
bondage.  I’m reading a book right now about evangelism that’s really good.  It’s called 
Questioning Evangelism and it talks about sharing your faith by asking questions.  One of 
the chapters I read this week is what really got me thinking about this.  The title of the 
chapter echoes a question that many people will raise as we begin to talk to them about 
spiritual things: “Why Are Christians So Homophobic?”  In it Randy Newman writes: 
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If we’re honest, we’d admit that we have contempt for gays.  We’re angry 
that they’re winning the battle for curricula in our schools, for favorable 
portrayal on television, and for legislative victory in the courts…  We 
thoughtlessly utter the platitude, “Hate the sin but love the sinner,” but a 
serious examination of our hearts might show that, in actuality, we hate 
both.3 
 

 As I thought about it and thought about my own reactions to the homosexual 
movement and individuals who live this way I realized that this is one of the biggest areas 
where Christians, in the name of their faith, fail to share the compassion of Christ with 
people.  In another place in that chapter he talks about not being afraid of homosexuals, 
but being afraid for homosexuals.4  I thought that was quite a good way of putting it. 
 Are you afraid of homosexuals, or afraid for them, for how such a lifestyle will 
destroy them here and in the next life?  Do you avoid them, or do you show genuine care 
and compassion for them?  Do you really believe that Jesus came to liberate and heal 
them and that he can do it, or do you subconsciously think this sin is worse than others 
and beyond the power of Jesus?  Do you support things like the federal marriage 
amendment out of love of neighbor because it’s for the good of society or do you do so 
with teeth clinched saying, “We can’t allow those gays to take over this country?” 

Or how about any number of other sinful behaviors?  Is your motivation for 
denouncing certain sins a desire to see those who practice them living a fuller life within 
the bounds of God’s plan?  Christ’s forgiveness can reach anyone and change any heart.  
Or is your motivation to distance yourself from them and make yourself feel good about 
how godly you are?  Sin is destructive and harmful.  A proper Christian response is to 
help that person find liberation and freedom and forgiveness and healing in Jesus Christ, 
not to use our faith as a mask for hate. 
 This is just one example that I thought of.  I’m sure there are many other ways we 
can allow our religion to get in the way of showing compassion.  I don’t want to 
individually and I don’t want our church to corporately allow our religion to get in the 
way of compassion. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 The point of our religion is that Jesus came into the world to save lost sinners, to 
usher in God’s reign, to compassionately heal broken people.  In today’s text it was a 
woman who couldn’t stand up straight for 18 years.  In today’s world it is those who have 
suffered from broken relationships, hooked on drugs or alcohol, anesthetized to violence, 
addicted to sex, trying to buy happiness with money, searching for meaning in all the 
wrong places…; it’s all those who are held captive to sin and sin’s terrible effects, no 
matter how ugly. 

Jesus came to release the oppressed.  The sad thing is that sometimes it’s those 
who claim to follow him who fail to offer that hope to those who need it the most.  Like 
the synagogue ruler who was so caught up with rules and rituals that he scorned what 
Jesus was doing to free a needy woman, we can be so preoccupied with what’s right and 
what’s wrong that we can fail to show compassion to those who need it the most – those 
Jesus if he were here today would seek out. 
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Let’s pray for God to open our eyes to see these areas.  Let’s ask him to give us a 
heart of compassion for the poor, the needy, the oppressed, those under Satan’s spell.  
Let’s ask him to use us to bring hope and healing to the hurting around us.  May Jesus, 
the great healer of our souls, get all the glory. 
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