
Crippling Influences 

Read: Jeremiah 1:4-10; Luke 13:10-17 

 The last time I checked, Sabbath observances and the rules that govern it 

were not high on any Presbyterian’s agenda.  Of course as Christians most of us 

have gone along with the move to Sunday from Saturday as a day to set apart for 

the Lord since we see the resurrection on Easter Sunday as standing at the heart 

of our faith.  Too many exhausted people who are over-committed elsewhere and 

over-extended everywhere have further converted Sunday into “the only day I 

have to sleep in.”  After sleeping in, Sunday is also their only day to cut the grass 

after awaking, so every time I sit down on my deck to enjoy a little Sunday 

afternoon or evening leisure and unwind a bit I can safely predict that loud lawn 

mowers will roar to life as if my hoped for reverie is a cue to get busy shattering 

my quiet time. Ah; life in the suburbs. 

 The text today about the healing of a woman crippled for eighteen years is 

a story within a story.  Unlike our cavalier Presbyterian stance toward the day of 

rest dedicated to the Lord, there was no such nonchalance in Jesus’ day in Israel.  

The Sabbath day was the gift of God that signaled to the world that Israel, that 

collection of former slaves who never had a day off, had been delivered by God 

from captivity against all odds.  God gave them one seventh of their lives to 

remember all God had done and to come to rest in God’s presence, week after 

week, month after month, year after year, from generation to generation 

forevermore. 

 The problem was that, just as has often happened with God’s gifts, Sabbath 

observance went from being a gift to be celebrated and enjoyed to a well 

defended obligation attended by scrupulous rules and regulations, requiring strict 

vigilance to be sure that there were no violations.  Jesus insisted upon living inside 

the Sabbath tradition as if it were a gift.  He said, “The Sabbath was made for 

human beings; human beings were not made for the Sabbath.”  And so the battle 

was on between one so free and the religiously serious who saw the Sabbath as a 

duty not as a precious gift.  As so often happens when the only thing around is 



obligation, things like compassion and joy begin to drain away leaving little more 

than the empty excretions of dogma without a heart. 

 In the verses just prior to our text, Jesus told the parable of the barren fig 

tree.  The owner came expecting figs but found none.  He told his servant to cut it 

down; it was just using space and soil uselessly.  The servant argued for a little 

more time and the tree was given one more chance.  In a thinly veiled allusion, 

Jesus was confronting Israel, for whom the fig tree was an oft used metaphor for 

her own spiritual life, with the fruitlessness of their religion.  People came seeking 

to be fed and went away empty.  The master finds this intolerable and the threat 

of judgment is in the story.  God doesn’t seem to like phony-baloney religion. 

 In Luke’s pastoral and very intentional arrangement of his account of Jesus 

ministry, our text today immediately follows this parable of spiritual barrenness.  

Jesus sat teaching in a synagogue.  We can guess that the place was packed.  We 

soon discover that the congregation that day was mixed.  There were common 

people hanging on Jesus’ every word as he taught like a man who knew what he 

was talking about, as one who had authority.   

And there among the crowd lurked the suspicious.  They thought Jesus had 

a habit of playing fast and loose with their traditions, especially when it came to 

the Sabbath.  “Who does he think he is?  Where does he get this authority?  His 

attitude toward the Sabbath is very close to blasphemous. He is leading the 

people astray.  He is undermining our prestige as religious leaders.”  As Jesus was 

teaching there were hungry people being fed living bread and life giving water 

while underneath there ran a simmering undercurrent of opposition. 

 Then it happened!  “Behold a woman,” or as an older version has it, “Lo, a 

woman.”  Presumably she was on the side of the synagogue reserved for women 

who were separated from the men by a dividing curtain but visible to Jesus who 

was up front teaching.  She was bent over, unable to straighten up.  She’d been 

that way for a long time, eighteen years, long enough to have given up hope of 

ever getting well, long enough to figure, “This is the way my life is.  There’s 

nothing anybody can do about it.”  Any of you who have been stuck in a bad 

situation or who have been fighting some physical affliction for a long time can 



empathize with how she must have felt.  How long ago had she just given up and 

stopped praying for relief.  She came to the synagogue that day but we have no 

evidence that she cried out or even asked Jesus for help. 

 There used to be a woman in my neighborhood whose head was severely 

fixed to one side, her chin stuck nearly over one shoulder.  I used to see her 

driving her car and to be honest she made me a little nervous.  I wondered how 

well she could even see where she was going. I haven’t seen her for quite some 

time now.  Perhaps she is with the Lord.  I often wondered how she got that way 

and how she managed to live with that condition.  It had to be difficult.  And I 

must admit, though I occasionally zinged a prayer her way, I never once was 

tempted to flag her down, invite her to get out of her car, and pronounce her 

healing.  Do you see what I’m getting at? 

 “Lo, a Woman.”  She didn’t say a word, she just shuffled into church.  She 

probably wanted to hear some good teaching but we are not told that she had 

any expectation of being called up front.  After eighteen years of suffering, she 

was probably used to being nearly invisible.  “Oh, there she is; she’s been that 

way for such a long time.  It’s such a shame.”  We are not even told her name.  

We are told she was crippled with a spirit.  After her healing, Jesus said that Satan 

had bound her for those eighteen years. 

 Now we must be careful at this point.  In our world with our materialistic 

and scientific world view we no longer speak about demonic causes for disease.  

Eugene Peterson in The Message, says “she was twisted and bent over with 

arthritis.”  That may have been the case but Luke and Jesus both attribute her 

affliction to demonic and satanic oppression.  Did they know something we don’t 

know or were they simply using the language of the day to describe what was 

going on, a different language and way to understand suffering than we 

commonly employ with our medical sophistication?  I’m not sure I know the 

answers but I have a few ideas to consider. 

 Luke was a physician.  His two volume set, the Gospel of Luke and The Acts, 

is full of healing accounts.  Not every healing was attributed to liberation from 

demonic bondage, but some were.  Luke must have been smart enough to realize 



that not all maladies had the same cause and not all healings had the same 

modality.  This particular healing, said to be a release from crippling satanic 

influence, was performed amid a growing hostility and opposition to Jesus and his 

ministry. The healing story occurs within a power encounter between Jesus and 

the powers of evil.  Jesus’ life and message was a threat to the powers of 

darkness. His vitality was an affront to the lifeless fig tree of religion.  Perhaps 

Satan was using this poor woman so long bound as a challenge to Jesus.  “Put 

your money where your mouth is preacher, if you are the Messiah, if you are the 

Son of God, what are you going to do about this?” 

 Back in the old days when the Sunday school movement was in its heyday, 

churches used to give perfect attendance pins for students who didn’t miss a 

Sunday.  In subsequent years if attendance was still perfect, little bars were 

attached and dangled below the original pin to be worn as a badge of honor.  I bet 

if we could see Satan’s dress shirt and those of his attendant demons we would 

see they have nearly perfect attendance in church, the church at study and the 

church in worship.  Spiritually it’s where the action is.  We should notice that not 

only is the Bible a great love letter from God to us.  It is also a training manual for 

spiritual combat. 

 How comforting and encouraging it is to see Jesus take the initiative, calling 

the crippled woman forward with no prompting from her at all.  His loving and 

compassionate heart needed no extra incentives.  He wasn’t intimidated in the 

least.  Then without fanfare he simply spoke the word, laid his hands upon her, 

and she was freed.  She straightened up instantly and began to praise God.  

Notice the pattern: first the Word, then the touch, then the healing, and finally 

the praise.  It is simple and beautiful. 

 Of course, Satan didn’t see it that way; nor did his allies in the 

congregation; nor did the synagogue ruler.  Satan stirred up the spirit of offense 

among the religious that day.  Religious people with no real relationship with 

Jesus Christ are easily susceptible to becoming offended, griping and complaining 

that “this is not the place or time for such demonstrations.”  



I’ve always found the ruler’s admonition to be sadly amusing, even 

pathetic: “Come on some other day to be healed, not on the Sabbath.”  The 

woman did nothing even resembling work.  She had simply walked in.  The ruler’s 

complaint, spoken as though to her and the rest of the people was really directed 

at Jesus.  Don’t heal people on the Sabbath was what he meant; I’m in charge 

here and I forbid Sabbath violations.  But he didn’t have the guts to address Jesus 

to his face in this way.  

What if the crippled woman did come back on Tuesday or Thursday seeking 

healing?  Would the ruler of the synagogue have been able to supply it?  Of 

course not!  What a hypocrite!  The real problem was that this poor woman was 

not loved as much as religious forms were loved.  And Jesus rightly called them 

out for it, in effect saying, “You love your animals more than you love the 

suffering among you.” 

There is so much more to this but we don’t have time to cover it in one 

sitting this morning.  I do want to make a general theological point which I think is 

important.  The presence of evil in the world is a mystery we cannot explain but it 

is everywhere apparent and you don’t have to be a genius to see it.  And the 

presence of disease and death confronting us all is a result of evil.  But it is not 

just an individual conflict.  Evil in the world is like the water we swim in.  Not 

everything, perhaps not much at all, is directly your fault.  Suffering is not a tit for 

tat, God getting even with you for something or other.  Being crippled, suffering 

from diseases, relationships that break, tears and suffering and sighing are not 

the result of God trying to teach us a lesson or to make us toe the line or to 

punish us from not toeing the line.  The things that hurt and break us down are 

the very things that in the end God will remove from us when God comes to make 

all things new.  God is good, all the time; all the time, God is good.  This is the 

truth to which we must cling.   

Every one of us will suffer.  None of us has the ability to avoid it.  Sooner or 

later we will be confronted by the threat of a crippling influence or event in our 

lives.  The only real freedom we have is the freedom of how to respond to 

suffering.  Will we become bitter, fearful, resentful of God and others, or will we 



bring it all into the presence of God to be united with the sufferings of our Savior 

who gave himself up to death, even death on the cross because he saw the joy 

that was set before him.  We all will die.  We who are in Christ will be raised up in 

a glorious resurrection.  We are promised a victorious outcome.  Let us never lose 

sight of the promises of God. 

 

  


