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Luke 13:10-17   10 Now he was teaching in one of the synagogues on the Sabbath. 11 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. 12 When Jesus saw her, he called her over and said, “Woman, you are set free 

from your ailment.” 13 When he laid his hands on her, immediately she stood up straight and began 

praising God. 14 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.” 15 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 to water? 16 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?” 17 When he said this, all his opponents were put to shame, and the entire 

crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things being done by him. 
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One of my dearest friends in high school and college used to have a button on her backpack that 

I’ve always remembered and loved.  The picture on the button depicted two cartoon characters with a wall 

between them.  It was clearly meant to look like a picture one might find in a kids coloring book.  But the 

designer of the button had taken a red crayon and drawn a horizontal line across the wall so that it looked 

like a cross, and had then encircled the two characters with a red crayon heart and scrawled in big 

childlike letters, “I color outside the lines.”   

I color outside the lines.  There’s a cute Charlie Brown Cartoon that shows Charlie Brown sitting 

at his desk in school, and the little bubble coming from the teacher’s mouth says, “Wuh wuh, wuh wuh 

wuh?”  And Charlie Brown answers her, “Yes, I know I’m not coloring in the lines, but why should I 

color a stupid teddy bear holding a balloon when I see trees and rivers and rainbows and open sky and 

sunshine?” [Charles R. Swindoll, The Tale of the Tardy Oxcart and 1,501 Other Stories, (Nashville: Word Publishing) 2000, 

c1998.]   

One morning, Janice Anthony and her husband were on their way to work when they 

unexpectedly came upon a cow in the road.  Janice swerved to miss the cow and ended up crashing into a 

telephone pole.  Both she and her husband were injured.  The next day, Janice returned to work at the day 

care center, but she was self-conscious of the bruises on her face.  She worried that her appearance would 

upset the children.  The first child at the day care center that day was a bubbly four-year-old named 

Elizabeth.  Elizabeth ran to give Janice a hug, but stopped short when she saw Janice's face.  But then 

Elizabeth announced with wonder, "Ms. Jan, you have a rainbow on your face!" Where Janice had seen 

the ugliness of bruises, little Elizabeth had seen the beauty of a rainbow. [By Janice Anthony. Found in Joan 

Aho Ryan, Lessons from Our Children (Deerfield Beach, FL.: Health Communications, Inc., 1999), pp. 120-121; as used in 

“Straight Backs And Rekindled Dreams” by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.]  I think Elizabeth saw what Charlie 

Brown did.   

I color outside the lines.  That is Jesus’ message in our scripture passage this morning.  I color 

outside the lines; I think outside the box; I move to my own groove; don’t fence me in.  Let’s take a look 

at what’s going on here. Jesus is teaching in a synagogue in an unknown city on the Sabbath day.  Now 

the synagogue, unlike the great temple in Jerusalem, was most likely one great rectangular-shaped room.  

At one end of the room was the entrance, and at the opposite end was a representation of the Arc of the 

Covenant with the scrolls of Torah kept in it or on shelves nearby.  Men would gather daily to study and 

pray, and boys between the ages of 7 and 13 would have been educated in preparation for their Bar-

mitzvah.  Women were allowed in the Synagogue, but were relegated to stone bunches along the outer 

walls of the room rather than the chairs the men sat in around the front or the center of the room.  A 
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woman might come during the week to pray or seek healing and council, but it was mostly men in there 

during the week.  On the Sabbath day, however, everybody came to worship—men sat in the chairs in the 

center, while women and children would have sat on the benches along the outer edges or stood at the 

back.  The other thing worth noting is that there was no pulpit or lectern.  The teacher for the day sat in a 

chair at the head of the circle, and the other men sat around him to listen and debate.  Now, maybe you 

consider this a tedious amount of detail, and if so, I beg your forgiveness.  My point is to try to paint a 

picture.  I want you to see it in your mind’s eye—to see Jesus seated in that chair teaching and engaging 

the other men there for worship when this bent over woman shuffles in at the opposite end of the room 

and quietly takes a seat along the wall or stands there among the other women.  If you can see it as I’ve 

laid it out, it becomes a compelling tale even before Jesus opens his mouth because, you know, he sees 

her.  Sitting there, teaching, fully engaged, yet his eyes don’t miss this little woman on the periphery.  His 

compassion is as fully engaged as his intellect.  And I guarantee you:  just as he saw her, so he sees you, 

my friend.   

As for this woman, there’s not all that much we can say about her.  She doesn’t get a name.  She’s 

known by her illness.  Did she know Jesus would be there?  The text doesn’t say.  Did she attend 

regularly?  The text doesn’t say.  All I can do is put forth a couple of theories, and there may be some 

truth to both. 

The traditional theory is that given the social code of the day, this woman was probably one of 

those who snuck in by the side door after things got started, sat at the back, and snuck out again during the 

final hymn.  After all, shame undoubtedly surrounded her, because deformities of this kind would have 

been understood in her day as punishment from God.  Her bent-over frame could suggest a bent-over 

spirit—one consumed by despair, grief, and self-loathing.  And there is support for that.  Your pew bible 

reads “an evil spirit”, but that’s not a good translation.  The original Greek text attributes her condition to 

“a spirit of weakness” or “a spirit of infirmity”, perhaps indicating that whatever is going on with her 

spiritually is manifesting itself physically.  

But there is another theory that may also give us insight.  She may just be tougher than history has 

given her credit for.  I mean:  think about it.  She’s there, isn’t she?  She may have come every week, or 

she may have come specifically to see Jesus, but it amounts to the same thing.  She braves the crowd, the 

gawking and rubbernecking, the cold shoulders and the eyes that see through her.  Despite eighteen years 

of suffering and being told she is less in God’s eyes, she still comes to worship.  That may suggest a 

certain gumption—an inner fortitude.  Even though she was forced into looking down, she wasn’t going 

to let it take her down.  I sometimes wonder if this woman is bent-over physically, but holding her head 

up high with faith and defiance on the inside.   

Just theories—we don’t know.  I imagine there are people here this morning who can personally 

relate to both of those depictions of this woman.  What we do know is that, confronted with a real human 

need, Jesus responded.  Maybe he knew her spirit needed healing as much as her body.  Or maybe he saw 

the fighter in her and affirmed that.  But he saw her, noticed her, wasn’t too busy to ignore the surge of 

compassion that welled up within him.   

And notice something else here.  This woman does not ask for healing.  She doesn’t cry out, 

“Jesus, son of David, have mercy on me!”  In fact, she doesn’t even approach him.  For all we know, she 

shows up at the synagogue to worship as usual, not even knowing who Jesus was or that he was going to 

be there.  But the lesson says that Jesus called her over to him, laid his hands on her, and healed her.  

Didn’t care what anyone else listening to his sermon might have though.  He stopped and he acted.   

And the leader of the synagogue was indignant.  Why?  Because Jesus broke the commandment 

that demands we rest from our work on the Sabbath.  And not just that.  He challenged the cultural 

assumptions about illness, he brought a mere woman into the center of the action, he touched her, 

empowered her, affirmed her, made her equal.  Jesus colored outside the lines—way outside the lines.  

Now, the text reports that she’d been this way for 18 years, so one could rightly ask with the 

leader of the synagogue, “Why not wait a few hours until the Sabbath is over?  Sit with her, talk with her, 
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let her know you care about her.  What difference is a few hours going to make when it’s been 18 years?  

It’s not like she has a life-threatening illness.  Even the leader of the synagogue would be hard-pressed to 

fault Jesus for saving a child whose fever was dangerously high and who could die within minutes.  But 

she’d been this way for 18 years!  Why not wait until the Sabbath is over?   

I’ll make a confession here:  there’s a small part of me that feels a little sympathy for the leader of 

the synagogue, namely because I understand the instinct to protect Sabbath.  Today, our culture has so 

belittled the concept of Sabbath that it’s almost meaningless.  The fact is, the human body needs ‘down 

time’.  It’s a matter of emotional, spiritual, and physical health.  It doesn’t have to be Sunday.  But it 

needs to happen.  Yet we, as a society, have become so preoccupied with work and success, that even our 

vacations are a frenzied affair of rushing around doing and seeing everything.  Rest – worship – holy and 

sacred—don’t write this poor leader off for wanting to protect those things.  Human nature being what it 

is, we have always been tempted to devalue such things. 

The tragedy is that this leader failed to take in the sacred beauty and grace in this experience.  In a 

certain sense, he was every bit as bent over, his theology unable to rise to the pragmatic demands of 

reality, his eyes unable to see the possibilities taking shape in the space before them.  Sometimes, there’s 

just no looking up with some people.  He saw infringement of the rules rather than a conduit for worship.  

John Jewell tells a story that really captures the essence of the exchange between the leader and Jesus. 

He writes:  “I was waiting my turn to see the emergency room doctor when a young mother came 

through the doors with her child, maybe three or four years old.  The little girl was crying and the woman, 

who I took to be the child's mother, was holding a bloody handkerchief over the little girl's mouth.  The 

little girl was quite obviously frightened and in pain.  The mother looked around frantically for someone 

to help and rushed to the desk and said, "My daughter's been hurt and I need to see..."  She was cut off in 

mid-sentence, "You need to take a seat and wait for one of the clerks to sign you in." 

"But my little girl was hit in the mouth by a..." She was interrupted again. "Please take a seat 

ma'am, someone will be with you shortly." 

“Just then, one of the ER doctors happened to walk through the waiting room and saw the little 

girl.  He said to the woman at the desk, "Shame on you…this little girl needs help right now!"  And 

motioning to mother and child, he immediately led them to an examining room. 

“Briefly, (and guiltily) I wondered when my turn to see the doctor might come, but—if I live to be 

a hundred years old—I wonder if I will ever see another time when a person's pain so clearly wins out 

over the system's protocol.  "Shame on you!"  I love it!  The clerk was looking at the hospital's procedure.  

The physician saw a child's pain.  [4 ¶s adapted from John Jewell, “Shame on You!” in illustrations for Luke 13:10-17 

on www.Sermons.com.] 

Jesus saw the same thing:  he saw a child’s pain—a child of Abraham.  I love how Bill Bouknight 

puts this.  He writes that Jesus could “…imagine what life was like for her.  She recognized people by 

their feet, the style of their sandals.  She knew houses by their doorsteps.  She recognized streets by the 

ditches alongside them.”  [adapted from “Stand Up Straight” by Dr. Bill Bouknight, www.Sermons.com.]  She 

couldn’t reach things up on a shelf or take laundry in off the clothesline.  People talked to her back rather 

than her face.  Think about that.  Now, we don’t know whether she had scoliosis or osteoporosis or some 

kind of degenerative disorder or perhaps an infection like tuberculosis that could have done damage years 

ago, but whatever it was, you can bet that she faced pain every day:  chronic, fatiguing, dull, spirit-

drowning pain.  When someone you love suffers, you don’t want to see them suffer for one second more 

than they have to.  If they’re in pain in the hospital, for example, you want pain meds and you want them 

NOW—and you’ll stay on the floor nurse until they’re administered, right?  Jesus saw pain, suffering, 

dehumanization.  She needed relief, and the opportunity he had to provide that relief was right now—not 

in a couple of hours!  The leader of the synagogue asked:  why not wait.  Jesus turned that around:  why 

wait?  God is moving now. 

Remember what he says to his disciples:  I came not to abolish the law, but to fulfill the law.  And 

when talking to a scribe, they agree that the greatest commandment is to the love the Lord our God with 
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all our strength, soul, heart, and mind, and our neighbor as ourselves.  Jesus reminds that scribe that on 

this commandment hang all the laws and the prophets.  What does that mean?  It means that compassion 

is at the heart of the law—love as God loves.  Love as we would like to be loved ourselves.  It means that 

for a Christian, there’s never a bad moment to demonstrate compassion.  It means that if life in card game, 

compassion will ALWAYS trump legalism.    

The religious leaders were unable to color outside the lines—to move in new directions that would 

have fostered closer relationship with God and with fellow human beings.  The colors and patterns that 

Jesus drew outside their firmly established lines were so threatening that you know, they eventually killed 

Him for it. 

In her book Do What You Have the Power to Do, Helen Bruch Pearson writes:  "The healing of 

the bent-over woman was not a private event.  After the public rebuke of the synagogue ruler by Jesus, the 

entire congregation got involved.  This healing was a community affair.  Everyone experienced 

empowerment.  They all [rejoiced].  In a sense, they were all set free from the bondage of a tradition that 

placed more importance on keeping the law than on responding to the welfare and needs of human being.  

When the bent-over woman was healed, they all stood straighter.  Indeed, no healing is without its 

positive social side effects for the entire community." [from Wesley White, quoting Helen Bruch Pearson, in 

illustrations for Luke 13:10-17 on www.Sermons.com.] 

“The fact of the matter is:  no matter how many calcium supplements, weight workouts, or bone-

strengthening injections we get as we age, gravity wins.  We shrink.  We bend.  We break.  We shrivel.  It 

is a part of the human condition.  

“But there is another inevitable part of the human condition that bends us down and bows us over.  

It is the weight of life.  The weight of sin and failure.  The weight of “what if…?” and “why did I…?”  

The weight of loss and longing.  The weight of all that we have messed up and all that we have missed out 

on.  [2 ¶s adapted from “Love to Life” by Leonard Sweet, www.Sermons.com.] 

But we just when we think things aren’t looking up, Jesus colors outside the lines of convention.  

Jesus colors outside the lines of expectations and litigation.  Jesus draws with the colors of sympathy and 

compassion.  And he knows that eventually his colors and his vision will change the world.  So let me 

close with an inspiring meditation from Mark Trotter: 

“I feel as though I live in a plastic bubble.  It surrounds me, but it cannot be seen.  I see everyone 

around me, I hear them speak.  Behind their words, they hide from me. They look at me and think they 

know me.  But they don't see my bubble.  They don't look long enough to see it.  I try to talk with them, to 

share myself, but my words return, un-listened to.  And nobody hears. 

“I move through the days insulated in my protective bubble.  I reach out to ones that I love, but 

they don't notice.  They don't feel my need.  When I extend my hand, no one takes it.  Heavy hearted, I 

withdraw it, vowing never to offer it again.  I call to those around, begging, "Please, help me.  Please 

touch me.  Please love me."  And nobody hears.  

“Though not made of plastic, my bubble is real.  It is comprised of many things.  The sting of 

harsh words, spoken thoughtlessly.  The heartache of love unrequited.  The disappointment of a trust 

broken.  The guilt of mistakes past.  The terror of again being rejected.  These things envelop me, isolate 

me; in my torment I scream, but it is silent.  And nobody hears.  

“I sought escape from my invisible prison.  I looked for someone who would see my bubble and 

free me of it.  I searched for years, to naught.  And then, when all seemed hopeless, I turned my eyes in a 

new direction.  There he stood, arms outstretched, beckoning me.  He spoke to me.  He touched me.  

“Then I understood what I should have always known.”  When there’s no looking up, there was 

one looking out…for me.  “Through all the empty years and broken dreams, I never had been alone in my 

bubble.  He was always there, just waiting for me to call.  I closed my eyes and whispered, "God, please 

help me.  Please touch me.  Please love me."  And he heard.  [5 ¶s adapted from “Now Stand Up Straight!” by 

Mark Trotter, www.Sermons.com.] 

Amen. 


