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“Free Sabbath”

“And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free
from bondage on the sabbath day?”

During my childhood in New Jersey, many stores and other public places were closed on Sundays due to the
state’s “blue laws,” which were designed to restrict or ban some or all Sunday activities.  Most supermarkets,
department stores, and even sports arenas were closed; only corner convenience stores were allowed to
remain open to sell newspapers and other small items.  The purpose of the “blue laws” was to promote Sunday
as a day of worship or rest; with no other activities or distractions, people were free to worship in the morning
and spend time with their families in the afternoon.  There were some advantages to the “blue laws,” but they
soon became very restrictive and arbitrary, to the point where people began to resent the limitations that the
laws were placing upon them.  Slowly, the “blue laws” began to be amended so that groceries could be sold on
Sundays but not clothing (stores that sold both would rope off the clothing sections to prevent customers from
shopping).  Eventually, the “blue laws” were ruled as unconstitutional by the courts; today, most everything is
open on Sunday, including banks.  The era of the “blue laws” has been relegated to the annals of history.
The origins of “blue laws” are in the biblical teachings on the Sabbath, the day of rest that was instituted for
the people of Israel in the Ten Commandments:

· “Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy.  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 – you, your son or your
daughter, you male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns.  For in six days
the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested on the seventh day;
therefore, the LORD blessed the sabbath and consecrated it.” – Exodus 20:8-11.

The people of Israel were observing the Sabbath before Moses brought the Torah down to them from Mt.
Sinai; in fact, Abraham Herschel noted that “the first holy thing in all creation … was not a people or a place but
a day.  God made everything in creation and called it good, but when God rested on the seventh day, God called
it holy.” (Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in the World).  Sabbath observance became a cornerstone of Jewish
tradition; to this day, observant Jews take great care in obeying the Sabbath commandment and all of the ways
in which it has been interpreted over the years (including those “Sabbath elevators: that I experienced on Long
Island).  To an outsider, the manner in which the Jewish people observe the Sabbath may seem very harsh and
restrictive; but for Sabbath keepers, the day is not viewed in terms of imposition but rather liberation:

· “People who do observe Shabbat [the Hebrew word for “Sabbath”] think of it as a day filled with
stifling restrictions, or as a day of prayer like the Christian Sabbath.  But to those who observe Shabbat,
it is a precious gift from G-d, a day of great joy eagerly awaited throughout the week, a time when we
can set aside all of our weekday concerns and devote ourselves to higher pursuits.  In Jewish literature,
poetry and music, Shabbat is described as a bride or queen …  It is said ‘more than Israel has kept
Shabbat, Shabbat has kept Israel.” – “Judaism 101,” www.jewfaq.com.

A part of Jesus’ practice as an observant Jew was keeping the Sabbath, where he was often found preaching
throughout the Gospels.  Immediately following his temptation in the wilderness, Luke reports that Jesus
“began to teach in their synagogues and was praised by everyone.” (4:15), and that “on another sabbath he
entered the synagogue and taught” (6:6).  In today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus enters a synagogue for the last time
as he journeys toward Jerusalem, where he encounters a woman “with a spirit that had crippled her for
eighteen years.  She was bent over and quite unable to stand up straight.” (13:11).  Even though the woman is
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in Jesus’ presence, she does not approach Jesus, makes no request of him, and nothing is said of her faith. 
Jesus is the one who takes the initiative; he releases her from her ailment by a pronouncement and the laying
on of hands: “When Jesus saw her, he called her over and said, ‘Woman, you are set free from your ailment.’ 
When he laid his on her, immediately she stood up straight and began praising God.” (13:12-13).  Laying on of
hands was normally accompanied by prayer and served as an act of blessing; it became a custom in the early
church (“Then Peter and John laid their hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit.” – Acts 8:17) as is
practiced today in services of Baptism, Confirmation, and Ordination.  The proof of the woman’s restoration is
immediate: she is able to stand up straight, and she praises God – “the only proper response to God’s
redemptive power.” (Alan Culpepper).

Luke reports that “the entire crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things that [Jesus] was doing” (13:17) –
but not everyone was pleased at what Jesus had done.  While the liberated woman is praising God for her
healing, “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.’” (13:14).  Notice that the synagogue leader doesn’t say anything directly to or about Jesus;
instead, he rebukes the woman – even though there is no indication that she came to the synagogue to be
cured.  The leader wants to make the issue Jesus’ violation of the sabbath; she shows only indignation that the
woman has been released from her condition.  “The synagogue ruler’s words are an indirect attack on Jesus as
a strong reprimand to the people as accessories because they came on the sabbath for healing.” (Fred
Craddock).

But while the synagogue leader refuses to speak to Jesus directly, our Lord responds to his accusations by
directly challenging his criticism of Jesus’ act of healing.  Using a principle common among rabbis, Jesus
challenges his opponent to reason from the lesser to the greater.  Playing on the words “bound” and “loose,”
Jesus asks the leader “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?” (13:15).  If the law permitted the loosing of a bound animal for watering on the
Sabbath, “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?” (13:16).  The necessity of freeing a human being from whatever
crippled, bound, and diminished her is greater than the necessity of keeping the Sabbath.  Jesus’ act of healing
dramatizes his teaching in last week’s Gospel lesson, in which he declares “do you think that I have come to
bring peace to the earth?  No, I tell you, but rather division.” (12:51).  The “peace” Jesus refers to is the status
quo, the accepted practices of his day that are opposed to the will of God.  “The peace of the way things have
always been is shattered by the words and deeds of Jesus.  If helping a stooped woman creates a crisis, then
crisis it has to be.” (Craddock).

The response at the end of the episode is one of total victory for Jesus: “all his opponents were put to shame”
(echoing Isaiah’s words that “all of them were put to shame and confounded, the makers of idols go in
confusion together.” – Isaiah 45:16), and “the entire crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things that he was
doing,” a sign of the fulfillment of the covenant promises God made to the people of Israel through Moses:

· “He said: I hereby make a covenant.  Before all your people I will perform marvels, such as have not
been performed in all the earth or in any nation; and all the people among whom you live shall see the
work of the LORD; for it is an awesome thing that I will do with you.” – Exodus 34:10.

This is not the first time that Jesus challenges the contemporary understanding of Sabbath observance.  Earlier
in Luke’s Gospel, the Pharisees are offended when they noticed that “his disciples plucked some heads of grain,
rubbed them in their hands, and ate them.” (6:1).  When they ask “why are you doing what is not lawful on the
sabbath?” Jesus responds by referring to an incident recorded in 1 Samuel 21:1-6 in which David superseded
the law regarding sacred bread “when he and his companions were hungry,” because “hunger – human need –
is given priority over ritual observance of what God has decreed as sacred.” (Culpepper).  In Mark’s account of



this episode, Jesus declares that “the sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath;
so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath.” (Mark 2:27-28).  Far from being restricted intended to bind
humanity, the sabbath is God’s gift of liberation from the demands of everyday life, a blessing that frees us
from the expectations of others so that we might praise God and share in the blessings that God freely bestows
upon us.

· “Sabbath is the true God’s gift to those who wish to rest and to be free – and who are willing to guard
those same gifts for every living thing in their vicinity as well… The ancient wisdom of the Sabbath
commandment – and of the Christian gospel as well – is that there is no saying yes to God without
saying no to God’s rivals.  No, I will not earn my way today.  No, I will not make anyone else work
either.  No, I will not worry about my life, what I will eat or what I will drink, or about my body, what I
will wear.  Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?  And there was evening and
there was morning, the seventh day.” – Taylor.

It is interesting to note that the number “eighteen,” which were the years in which the woman in the
synagogue was help in bondage to her ailment, has a special meaning in Judaism.  Each Hebrew letter has a
numerical value, so that eighteen in Hebrew is chai, meaning “living” or “life.”  In liberating the woman from
the bondage of her affliction, Jesus transform that which enslaves her into her means of liberation, making that
Sabbath a life-giving day.  It is a reminder to us that Sabbath is a gift, not a burden or an imposition.  It is a
blessing bestowed on us by our Lord who begins the entire teaching of the Torah by declaring that “I am the
LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery …” (Exodus 20:2).  The
Lord would not have liberated his people from the bondage to slavery only to place them in a bondage to
draconian laws and arbitrary restrictions; his commandments are the teachings of the Lord of the covenant as
to how his people are to live in their newfound liberation.  On what some refer to as the “Christian Sabbath,”
we gather on the day when Christ rose from the dead to rejoice that in him is our liberation from all that had
once bound us:

· “He has purchased and freed me from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil, not with
gold or silver but with his holy, precious blood and his innocent suffering and death.  He has done all
this in order that I may belong to him, live under him in his kingdom, and serve him in eternal
righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as he is risen from the dead and lives and rules
eternally.  This is most certainly true.” – Martin Luther, Small Catechism.

God would not have liberated us through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ only to re-enslave us to the
harsh restrictions of Sabbath observance that causes many people to reject any form of Sabbath observance. 
Paul reminds us that “you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit
of adoption.” (Romans 8:15).  As Jesus bestows upon the woman the title “daughter of Abraham,” each of us is
a child of God, an inheritor of eternal life, one who is so beloved that God gave his very Son for us.  The
Sabbath is a gift from the very God, bestowed upon us as a blessing of life from our God whose “steadfast love
… never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.”
(Lamentations 3:22-23).

Keeping Sabbath in the manner God truly intends for God’s children means that we still take our observance
seriously.  In the Small Catechism, Luther teaches that “we are to fear and love God, so that we do not despise
preaching or God’s word, but instead keep that word holy and gladly hear and learn it.”  In other words, we do
not allow any distractions to prevent us from hearing what God is saying to us, for we know that the Word of
God is truly “a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path.” (Psalm 119:105).  We are free to do all things, but
as God’s people we freely choose to put God first on the Lord’s Day; it is the day when we confess that Christ is
“the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the first-born from the dead, so that he might come to
have first place in everything.” (Colossians 1:18).  It means that we freely choose to prioritize on this day what



is important: being in the presence of the Lord, being with God’s people, being with those who deserve our full
attention; for “a being is free only when it can determine and limit its activity.” (Karl Barth).  It means that we
recognize that “this is my Father’s world,” and God will continue to watch over God’s creation and provide for
all God’s creatures without our participation.  On the Sabbath, we let God be God, and we live in gratitude that
“all good gifts around us are sent from heaven above; so thank the Lord, oh thank the Lord, for all his love.”
Keeping the Sabbath also means honouring the Lord’s Day in the manner that Jesus kept the day holy.  Rather
than focusing on obeying a long list of restrictions (many of them of human origin), Jesus honoured the
Sabbath by putting into practice God’s mercy and compassion, especially in the lives of those in need like the
woman who experienced liberation on that Sabbath day.  As the Sabbath is a gift to the people God has set
free, it is a day when all people are called to be instruments of that liberating grace so that everyone might
enjoy the blessings of the gift of a Sabbath day.

· “There’s no better way to honor God on the day we set aside for worship than to follow Jesus in
practicing God’s mercy and compassion – especially toward those who are suffering and in need. 
There’s no better way to honor God on the day of worship than by setting people free from all that
binds them – including setting them free from the stingy rules that we have used to reinforce the
notion that they ‘have’ to come to church.  I don’t believe God wants anyone to come to church
because they think they ‘have’ to.  I think God is honored when people are set free like this woman –
when that happens they not only want to praise God, it may be hard to keep them from it!  I believe
that when you set people free, they will honor God on the Sabbath because they want to – because
they cannot help but celebrate God’s kindness and mercy and love.” – Alan Brehm.

In some ways, I miss the old “blue laws.”  They made it easy to keep sabbath on the Lord’s Day, with no
demands from employers and no distractions from stores, games, or other attractions to keep us from
honoring the day of the Lord.  But in other ways, I’m glad that they are gone, because now keeping Sabbath is
no longer a matter of legislation but of choice.  There are many choices one can make on a Sabbath day; but
when we choose to keep the Sabbath, we choose to follow Jesus in the path of discipleship.  We choose to be
in God’s presence and let God speak to us words of love and life.  We choose to let God’s light shine before us
so that we can carry that light to others.  We choose to be blessed by God so that we might be a blessing to
others.  We choose to believe that “though the wrong be oft so strong, God is the ruler yet.”  We choose to
trust that God is with us, God is blessing us, God is providing for us today even as our Lord prepares for us our
eternal home.

This is the day that the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it! Amen.


