
Sermon 70: Luke 13:10-17: Liberty and Captivity on the Sabbath 
 

OUTLINE 
 
A captive woman freed 

A free man bound 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
The gospels are filled with paradoxical contrasts.  We see sinners forgiven and the righteous 
condemned.  The poor have blessing but the rich have woe.  Those who mourn will be 

happy and those who are happy will be sad.  Jesus comes and blows our categories out of 
the water, those people who we thought were good are bad, those who we thought were 
alive are dead, those who we thought are hated are loved.  When it comes to who is a good 

person, who is the person who is accepted by God Jesus turns our categories on their 
heads, the first shall be last and the last first.  It is often the case in the gospels that we see 
a clear contrast between two types of people.  At first we think that we know who the good 
guy and who the bad guy is, but Jesus subverts our understanding of things with the truth.  

Think of John 3 and 4.  There we have side by side the two extremes of the social spectrum.  
In John 3 we have Nicodemus, in 4 the woman at the well.  He is a Jew; she is a Samaritan.  
He is a leader in society, a Rabbi; she is a social outcast.  He is religious and moral; she is a 

lifestyle sinner.  In these chapters we see that she is converted as Jesus speaks the truth to 
her in love; but Nicodemus leaves confused, though he does convert later.  There are many 
surprises as Jesus breaks social conventions to minister to her, and go with her into her 

village, and as she finds salvation but a religious leader does not.  Another famous example 
is when Jesus is invited to eat at Simon the Pharisee’s house, John 7:36-50.  Jesus is 
feasting with the religious leaders and an immoral woman, probably a prostitute comes in, 

weeps over Jesus feet, wipes them with her tears, and Jesus pronounces that her sins are 
forgiven.  This is followed by the parable of the moneylender and the two debtors.  One has 
a large debt and the other a small one.  Jesus uses this illustration to highlight that this 

woman has indeed been forgiven and this is demonstrated by her love and gratitude where 
Simon is not forgiven at all.  The usual hero of the story turns out to be the loser or the 
villain.  It is the same with Jesus parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector.  The despised 

tax collector leaves justified because he is willing to confess his sin and call upon God’s 
mercy.  God is willing to forgive him though society is not.  But the Pharisee is self-righteous 
and rejected by God.   

 
In our message today we have another contrast, another twist another changing of our 
perspective so that we can learn gospel truths.  We come to Luke 13:10-17 and there are 

two contrasting characters in our story.  A woman and a man, someone despised and 
someone respected.  One is set free and the other is shown to be in bondage.   
 

Let us remind ourselves of the context before we begin.  Things have become very tense.  
Jesus has warned this generation of a pending judgement from God and the deep need to 
repent or perish.  Jesus has pointed His finger at the people of God and told them that they 

are sinners, that they are worthy of judgement, that they need salvation.  Despite their 
religion and morality, despite their Jewishness and heritage they are in danger of judgment 
if they do not stop rejecting Jesus as their Messiah and repent of their sins and turn to Him 
for forgiveness.  The last section closed off with a frightening parable, the parable of the 

barren fig tree.  The message was clear, Israel is being given their last chance to repent 
before the axe falls.  This lays an important foundation to understand the portion before us.   
 



We find ourselves once again in the synagogue, this will be the last synagogue miracle in 
Luke’s gospel.  We find ourselves on the Sabbath day.  Sound familiar? It is supposed to.  

Jesus has done several miracles on the Sabbath.  Jesus heals the man with the unclean 
spirit in 4:31-37; then He heals Peter’s mother-in-law 4:39; He heals the paralytic who is 
lowered through the roof 5:17-26; the paralyzed man at the pool of Siloam, Jn. 5:1-17; the 

man born blind, Jn. 9; the woman who was bleeding, 8:44, among others.  All of these 
miracles were criticized and rejected.  The Jews refused to believe that Jesus was the 
Messiah and judged Him on the basis of their own man-made rules.  Jesus rebukes them 

and tells them that He is going to give them yet another chance to repent and so He is now 
doing more miracles on the Sabbath and we will see if they will give a different response.  
Will we reject Christ despite His ongoing overtures towards us?  We will see that the miracle 

will polarize the crowds, there will be those who rejoice but there will also be those who 
continue to reject.  There will be those who are bound who are set free, and those who 
think themselves free who will be revealed to be bound.  

 
We will look at these verses under two headings, a captive woman freed; a free man bound. 
 
A captive woman freed 

 
V10-11, ‘Now he was teaching in one of the synagogues on the Sabbath. And behold, there 
was a woman who had had a disabling spirit for eighteen years. She was bent over and 

could not fully straighten herself.’  The scene is set for us.  We find ourselves not in the 
temple but the synagogue, a smaller gathering of Jews for prayer and teaching from the 
Bible.  It is the Sabbath, the 7th day of the Jewish week/Saturday.  That day commanded in 

the OT by the 4th commandment to be set aside.  This was a day given as a sign of the 
covenant between God and Israel; it was a promise pointing to the rest that could one day 
be theirs, a promise of one day entering God’s own rest.  We know that we cannot work in 

order to enter into rest, but Christ has worked for us in order to enter into rest.  In the first 
century there was a wrongheaded, self-righteous, self-reliant view towards God’s law, 
including the Sabbath.  They thought they could be obedient enough to God’s law to win 

blessing and even salvation for themselves.  In this they were self-deceiving.  It was this 
wrong way of thinking that led them to being fixated on observing the Sabbath.  The law 
given as a gift and to serve Israel was weaponized and used to oppress Israel.  The OT 

warned of death for breaking the Sabbath; Israel had suffered exile in order to be forced to 
observe the Sabbaths it had broken.  The occupation of the Romans in Israel would be 
blamed in part on Israel not observing her Sabbaths.  Like face masks today obedience to 

the man-made laws added to the Sabbath was a token issue attached to many others. 
 
And then there is the woman herself.  We don’t know her name and we have no quoted 

words from her mouth, though we are told that she glorified God, v13.  We are told that he 
has been a victim of satan.  We are told that for 18 years she has been afflicted with a 
physical condition of the spine where she cannot straighten.  And we are told that her 

ailment is caused by demonic affliction.  The common opinion is that she might have had 
spondylitis ankyiopoietica, a condition where the bones of the spine fuse together.  Now let 
us be clear, this is the only time ‘a disabling spirit’ is mentioned in the NT.  We must not 

conclude that all sicknesses are caused by demonic causes.  We do know from Job’s 
experience that the devil can have a part to play in some people’s afflictions, but we must 
not be presumptuous to assume that this is the case every time.  Jesus Himself reveals the 
cause of her suffering in v16.  You and I are not Jesus.  

 
 The fact that she is afflicted by satan is key.  Knowing who the real enemy is is always 
important.  Given the identity of who the enemy is, this will determine the shape of the 



warfare against him, it will highlight how the Messiah is working and how the Kingdom is 
manifest through the ministry of Jesus.  These were all things that the Jews were getting 

wrong.  This point will come up again when Jesus in v18-21 talks about how the Kingdom is 
present. 
 

Some commentators have pointed out how though afflicted in a very physical way she has 
not kept herself from joining with the Lord’s people for worship.  Though her affliction would 
have been embarrassing and disabling she persists in worshipping with God’s people.   

 
V12, ‘When Jesus saw her, he called her over and said to her, “Woman, you are freed from 
your disability.”  Jesus saw her and has compassion upon her.  She does not seek Him out 

but He calls to her.  It has been pointed out that this miracle was very public.  She had this 
condition for 18 years and it would be well known in the community.  He singles her out 
when the community is gathered for worship.  We see that He speaks aloud that she is 

freed.  And this will be apparent from the results that it is so.  This woman is a clear picture 
of our own need in sin.  She is bent over and unable to look to God in heaven unless Jesus 
by His power touches her and sets her free.   
 

Are you here today bent over and under a burden?  Is it a burden of the guilt of sin?  Christ 
has died to set us free from our burden of sin.  He has come to take that burden upon 
Himself.  He can free you immediately of that burden if you will bring it to Him and ask Him 

to forgive your sins.  He can free you from your guilt so that you can look into the face of a 
holy God.  Maybe you have a burden of another type, maybe it is a health condition; maybe 
it is a difficult work situation or lack of work.  All burdens will be lifted by Christ, but not all 

burdens are lifted in this life.  There are burdens where Jesus offers to help you bear your 
load, not remove your load.  He offers to yolk Himself together with you, to add His strength 
to your weakness, to add His companionship to your isolation, to bring His comfort to your 

wounds.  Sometimes the Lord does appoint burdens for us.  Think of Paul’s thorn in the 
flesh, as with this woman, a messenger of satan that afflicted him.  He begged that the Lord 
would remove it three times, but God said no.  Instead He offered to help Paul bear his 

burden.  2 Cor. 12:8-10, ‘Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should leave 
me. 9 But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in 
weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power 

of Christ may rest upon me. 10 For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, 
insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong.’ 
 

V13, ‘And he laid his hands on her, and immediately she was made straight, and she 
glorified God.’  In Israel at this time the common person thought that if something bad 
happened to you it was because you had been bad.  This woman would have been viewed 

through this lens of suspicion.  On top of that she was a woman, and they were not treated 
as important in the ancient world.  Jesus turns our world upsidedown He singles this woman 
out, He is compassionate to her as He sees her need and calls her forward.  He touches her 

and frees her.  Her faith is revealed in her glorifying God.  True faith always knows that 
salvation comes from what God does not what we do.   
 

This miracle has deep significance at this moment.  Jesus is deliberately repeating miracles 
that have been done before.  His power to set the captive free, a key description of what 
the promised Messiah would do is put on display.  It is clear by this point in Jesus ministry 
that He is telling the Jews that their sinfulness is their greatest need that they need 

deliverance from.  That they need to repent of their self-righteousness and their rejection of 
Him, they are to admit their need for Him and come to Him for salvation.  This miracle 
underlines all these truths.  But will they respond? 



A free man bound 
 

V14, ‘But the ruler of the synagogue, indignant because Jesus had healed on the Sabbath, 
said to the people, “There are six days in which work ought to be done. Come on those days 
and be healed, and not on the Sabbath day.”  Here is our second main character.  This time 

it is a man not a woman, he is distinguished and not despised.  He would be perceived as 
holy and blessed not sinful and therefore suffering.  If ever there was a person who should 
be the hero of the story, here is the typical candidate.  Firstly, we see that he is indignant.  

This word is often used to describe those who are righteously angry.  But here it is used to 
describe someone who is in the wrong.  This man is not pretending to be angry, because of 
his wrong ways of thinking he is really angry.  He is angry at perceived sin not real sin.  We 

are familiar with people get angry for wrong reasons aren’t we.  People are getting angry 
because we don’t cough into our elbows, or because we aren’t wearing masks for their 
marginal benefit, or because we disagree with the governments grasping and overreactive 

ways.  But we are also familiar with anger directed at Christ and Christianity because of a 
perceived wrong.  Today people are indignant with Christianity, the new curriculum for NZ is 
portraying the white missionary as a villain who destroys the beauties of Maori culture.  It is 
Christianity that introduced bigotry and prejudice into a situation where the Maoris were 

tolerant and accepting of gender diversity.  The Bible is not a good book which has given us 
the foundations for the laws and ethics of Western civilization, no it is a book of oppressive 
lies that is dangerous to teach to children, so get it out of the schools.  Christian truth is 

shouted down as hate speech.  It should not surprise us that people can be angry at the 
truth, that people can get riled up at the One who is perfect and cannot do us any wrong.  
This blindness is as much alive in our day as it was in Jesus’ day.   

 
Secondly, we see that he is angry because he thinks Jesus has sinned and broken the 
Sabbath and is setting a bad example for the people.  It is astounding to us to see such 

hardness and blindness.  A woman has been set free, someone whose pain he would have 
been long familiar with.  This is loveless legalism, cold clericalism.  Here is a man long 
trained by a wrong way of thinking to see law apart from love.  Instead of seeing love fulfil 

the law, and the law serving our good, the law becomes a weapon to afflict people, to 
constantly hold out a view of salvation which is a process of self-salvation by being good, 
which no one can do.  This man does not have a view of God who is gracious, who loves 

sinners, and who benefits His people by His laws.  No this man misrepresents God by the 
way he holds the law.  
 

Thirdly, we see this man’s cowardice.  He is not man enough to stand up to Jesus and 
confront Him face to face.  No instead he dumps on the people in the synagogue, he dumps 
on the woman who has been rejoicing and just been set free after 18 years of captivity.   

 
V15-16, ‘Then the Lord answered him, “You hypocrites! Does not each of you on the 
Sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger and lead it away to water it? 16 And 

ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen years, be 
loosed from this bond on the Sabbath day?”  Jesus names their sin, hypocrisy.  They claim 
to be for the law but break it, they claim to have God’s concerns at heart but they deny 

God’s concerns for His people.  According to the laws added to the Sabbath there were 39 
forms of labor forbidden by the 4th commandment.  For example, you could not walk on 
grass in case you bruised it which would be perceived as farming, nor could you wear shoes 
that had nails in them because that looks like carrying a burden.  But even according to 

these laws watering your animal was allowed.  Even by the strictest interpretation of the law 
by the Essenes who would not help an animal that had fallen into a pit, even they agreed 
that you could water your thirsty animals.  Jesus doesn’t just correctly interpret God’s word, 



which He could do.  No rather, using their own laws and ways of thinking He shows them 
that they are inconsistent with their own views.  In other words, not only are they guilty for 

adding to God’s word, they don’t even keep the word they added, they are inconsistent with 
their own allowances.  Jesus makes an argument here from their own inconsistency and 
from the lesser to the greater. If you can water your thirsty animals, well, a woman is made 

in the image of God and worth more than an animal; this woman is named a daughter 
which is more important than a pet or domestic animal; she is a daughter of Abraham, of 
the chosen race and to be considered more deeply by fellow Jews; she is suffering under 

the power of satan not merely thirst; she has been suffering for 18 years not merely 
overnight.  And isn’t the Sabbath day, a day that points forward to the New Creation when 
we will be free from sin the best day to set her free?  

 
What is our view of the Sabbath?  As NT Christians we practice not a Sabbath but the Lord’s 
Day.  This is an important designation which gets at the heart of what is required of us in 

the 4th commandment.  We believe along with all reformed Christians that the 10 
commandments are the moral laws of God, they are universal laws that are to apply to all 
peoples everywhere.  We are all to worship God alone, not with idols, honouring His name, 
and in the 4th command we recognize that God has appointed a when to how we should 

worship.  Since creation there is 1 day in 7 set apart for us to put aside our usual work and 
rest and worship.  This is a good gift given to man for his benefit.  However, the fourth 
commandment is a command that has both moral and ceremonial aspects, things that are 

permanent and thing that continue till Christ’s return.  The fact that the 7th day/ Saturday 
was set apart by God in the OT has changed.  Rev. 1:10 calls Sunday, the first day of the 
week the Lord’s Day.  This has been called the Christian’s Sabbath.  Why the day change?  

The first day of the week was the day Christ rose from the dead, the day Jesus appeared a 
week later to His disciples, the day the Spirit was given to the church, the day the church 
met together to break bread, the day the church gathered and gave its gifts, and the day 

that came to be known as the Lord’s Day.  Another change is that we cannot keep the day 
as a national day as Israel did, the laws of Israel were types and shadows limited to the 
time of the theocracy.  We keep the Lord’s Day not by the austere measure of the OT laws 

which threatened the death penalty, no but by going to church.   
 
There is an important gospel shaped reason for not observing it as the OT Jew did.  This is 

where Christ comes into it.  Jesus was born under the law, but not only the law of Moses, as 
the second Adam He was also born into the original covenant of works.  Adam and Israel 
could not work in order to enter into rest, but Jesus did.  He perfectly satisfied all the law of 

God, as a representative for us, and He died to pay for all the laws we had broken.  He 
worked and on the cross he cried, ‘it is finished.’  Then on the eighth day He rose from the 
dead, the firstborn of the new creation.  Now by the Spirit through faith you and I are 

united with Christ in His rest and seated with Him at the right hand of the Father.  For this 
reason we do not work 6 days and then enter rest, no, we enter the rest Christ has 
completed on the first day and out of rest we work.   

 
How do we keep the day?  We can see in the gospels that there are many man made rules 
added to God’s rules.  The day that points to the new creation is that day we are to come 

together as the new creation people of God, and taste the powers of the age to come 
through the given means of grace.  We are to come together as God’s people and God will 
be among us by His Spirit to feed us even now on our inheritance as the Spirit of Christ 
takes that which is Christ’ and makes it ours.  The bottom line is, go to church, that is how 

you keep the Lord’s Day.  But because it is also a creation ordinance rest from work.  And 
because we see Jesus showing works of compassion, visit the sick, spend time with the 
elderly, engage with the singles; spend time with family and with your spiritual family.  We 



preach the law of the fourth commandment to the world not by insisting on blue laws where 
shops close down, no but by calling people to stop placing their confidence in their own 

works for righteousness and trust in Christ’s finished work for us. 
 
V17, ‘As he said these things, all his adversaries were put to shame, and all the people 

rejoiced at all the glorious things that were done by him.’  What is your response to these 
actions of Christ setting the captive free and showing those who thought they were free to 
be bound in sin?  We can see that Jesus opponents were shamed.  This shame can go one 

of two ways.  It can be a shame that acknowledges its sin, it confesses that it is wrong and 
sees that Jesus is right and true and respond in faith to Him.  Or it can be the shame of 
embarrassment, someone who feels humiliated because their sins have been publicly 

exposed and they resent it.  Their shame results in bitterness and will result in them 
planning Jesus death.  And then there are those who rejoiced, who see the truth of Jesus as 
their Savior who believe in Him, who delight in the fact that He has come to set us free and 

who respond positively.  Which are you today?  Are you bound and need to be set free, or 
do you think you are ok but are really bound?                                            


