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Kathryn Z. Johnston      Set Free Luke 13:10-17 
August 21, 2022  Jeremiah 1:4-10 
 
Jeremiah 1:4-10 
Now the word of the LORD came to me saying, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and 
before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations.” Then I said, 
“Ah, Lord GOD! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.” But the LORD said to me, 
“Do not say, ‘I am only a boy’; for you shall go to all to whom I send you, and you shall speak 
whatever I command you, Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, says 
the LORD.” Then the LORD put out his hand and touched my mouth; and the LORD said to me, 
“Now I have put my words in your mouth. See, today I appoint you over nations and over 
kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.” 
 
Luke 13:10-17 
Now (Jesus) 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. 
 
The Story of God for the people of God… 
 
If I had to sum up the Gospel of Luke in one word it would be “mercy.” 
 
From some of the very first words we hear from Mary in the first chapter of the Gospel: 
His mercy is for those who fear him from generation to generation (1:50). 
 
To Zechariah the father of John the Baptist: 
He has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, and has remembered his holy promise 
(1:72). 
 
To Jesus himself on his initial return to Nazareth: 
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim release to the 
captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free…” (4:16, 18). 
 
Mercy. 
 
Those words from Jesus can be found all the way back in chapter 4. When Jesus spoke that 
message, everyone in his hometown who heard it thought it was remarkable. They liked it… 
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that is until Jesus began to suggest that God’s mercy is for everyone – and with that, Scripture 
tells us: All in the synagogue were filled with rage.  
 
What were they so afraid of? 
 
Jesus managed to get out of that one, but of course it won’t be anywhere near the last time he 
upsets someone by trampling on rules both seen and unseen. 
 
Easy for us to scoff at those early listeners in the synagogue. C’mon people – it’s Jesus – follow 
him no matter what. Don’t worry if it’s a free-for-all of mercy for everyone. Rules are made to 
be broken. It’s not like everything has to be decent… and in order. 
 
One of the perks of Will going to college about a year from now is that I can open the vault of 
all of the stories about him that would be perfect sermon illustrations, except that it’s hard 
enough being a preacher’s kid without your Mom using you in her sermons. So I very rarely 
do that, and when I do I always ask permission. 
 
But he’s not here today… Once upon a time, in a kingdom far, far away there was a little boy 
who played on a little kid baseball team. At the end of the season some of the parents 
townspeople brought coolers full of water balloons and set them down by the trees. After the 
last game, the coaches talked to the boys and told them how proud of them all they were and 
then the parents brought the kids over to the coolers full of water balloons and instead of 
laying out any rules or telling them to start behind a line, they just said, “GO!” 
 
Did you know that all of those water balloons were gone in about 90 seconds – AND that one 
little boy told his parents on the entire chariot ride home that there needed to be more rules 
put in place for such things -  maybe an allotment of water balloons per child, or a line 
everyone needed to start behind – something that would have put such high-level frivolity, 
pandemonium, and FREEDOM to do whatever one wanted – to rest. 
 
What was he so afraid of? 
 
Truth is, I’m kind of with that little boy. I don’t like the chaos. There should be rules; 
everyone and everything in its place. That’s the only way to make it fair, right? 
 
But that’s just the thing, isn’t it, we can’t always trust the people that are putting everyone 
and everything in its place. Greed and power come into play all too quickly, and even the 
Word of God is used to restrict freedom, rather than expand it. 
 
Frederick Douglass, an escaped slave, and social reformer  wrote: 

It was necessary to keep our religious masters at St. Michael’s unacquainted with the 
fact that, instead of spending the Sabbath in wrestling, boxing, and drinking whisky, 
we were trying to learn how to read the will of God; for they had much rather see us 
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engaged in those degrading sports, than to see us behaving like intellectual, moral, and 
accountable beings.1 

 
Enslaved Africans were prevented from worshiping God and reading the Bible because their 
improvement represented a threat to the social and economic systems that relied on their 
oppression. Instead passages of Scripture were carefully chosen to be read to them including 
one from our worship service just a couple of weeks ago: Blessed are those slaves whom the 
master finds alert when he comes… (12:37). 
 
Rules found in Scripture were convenient ways of maintaining an oppressive system where 
some people are forced to endure perpetual suffering by those who are more concerned about 
sustaining a system that benefits them than alleviating the burdens of those it cripples. 
 
Jesus challenges that system. 
 
It’s what he’s blatantly doing in this passage for today. This is not some random healing that 
“oops” happened on the sabbath. As they say in community organizing, Jesus is running an 
action. 
 
Earlier in Luke, Jesus and his disciples were going through some grain fields and the disciples 
plucked some grain and ate it. Immediately the religious authorities questioned them: Why 
are you doing what is not lawful on the sabbath? 
 
Jesus pushed back on them with a reference to King David and then he says: The Son of Man 
is lord of the sabbath (6:1-5). 
 
Subtle. 
 
Right after that, on another sabbath Jesus goes into a synagogue, finds a man with a withered 
hand – looks around to make sure the religious authorities are watching him – and then has 
the man outstretch his hand and Jesus heals him (6:6-11). 
 
Scripture says the religious authorities were filled with fury and discussed with one another 
what they might do to Jesus. 
 
All of that means that when Jesus walked into today’s synagogue on the sabbath, everyone 
knew what was about to go down. You don’t get to say: The Son of Man is lord of the sabbath 
and then not have anyone notice you when you walk in on the sabbath. 
 
Take a moment to enjoy the theatrics in this Scripture passage: 
 
Jesus doesn’t go over to the woman, he has her come to him. He lays his hand on her to heal 
her – we know Jesus doesn’t have to do that. It’s like he’s taunting the religious authorities. 
“I’m healing on the sabbath!” 

 
1 Frederick Douglass, “Slaveholding Religion and the Christianity of Christ,” in African American Religious History: A 

Documentary Witness, ed. Milton C. Sernett (Durham, NC; Duke University Press, 1999), p. 105. 
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And then the little brother histrionics from the leader of the synagogue, “There are six days 
on which work ought to be done; come on those days and be cured!” 
 
And one has to wonder if ever so quietly the formerly crippled woman said, “I did.” 
 
We can read the commandment about keeping the sabbath ourselves beginning in 
Deuteronomy 5:12-15: 
Observe the sabbath day and keep it holy, as the LORD your God commanded you. Six days you 
shall labor and do all your work. But the seventh day is a sabbath to the LORD your God; you 
shall not do any work… It continues: 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. 
 
Why was the commandment made to keep a sabbath? 
The Lord God brought the people out of slavery and freed them from bondage. Keeping the 
Sabbath is a celebration, a marker of being free. Because only people who are free have the 
privilege to choose when they rest. 
 
What’s the language used when Jesus heals the woman? 
 
Woman, you are set free. 
 
There’s nothing to be afraid of. 
 
The reading for this Sunday ends right about there, but that’s not where the story ends. Jesus 
goes on to talk about the kingdom of God being like a tiny mustard seed that grows into a 
tree, and then like yeast that leavens bread. 
 
A mustard seed, yeast, and a bent-over woman; all seen by those around as small and 
insignificant and yet with God’s loving and transforming power they all become crucial to 
God’s kingdom, in part – at least for the woman - because there was no longer an obstacle in 
her way. 
 
I once was leaving an office building over in Camp Hill and saw that the door was propped 
open. I was making my way through it towards my car when BAM! I slammed into a force 
field and was thrown back about 2-3 feet. I stood there absolutely stunned and looking again 
realized a) my nose was bleeding because b) I had walked right into a plane of glass that I 
thought was the open door. 
 
Martha was outside with a stunned expression on her face, and I said something like, “I just 
ran into a glass window… I didn’t see it coming.” 
 
What are the barriers – seen and unseen – that we put up between ourselves and God’s loving 
and transforming power?  
 
What are we so afraid of?  
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In the first reading of Scripture the prophet Jeremiah said he was too young. 
In the Gospel lesson, the religious authority tries to convince us that the timing isn’t right. 
 
But the Lord still commissioned Jeremiah. 
And the woman was able to continue to worship God, only now those around her could see 
her fully and not just the back of her head. 
 
We worship a God of great mercy; a God of loving and transforming power. A God who invites 
us to come out from whatever it is we’re hiding behind and engage in this world, seeking 
God’s peace with justice. 
 
There’s nothing to be afraid of. 
 
 
In the name of the Creator and the Christ and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


