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Healing the Bent-over Woman

Bible Text: Luke 13:10–17
Lesson Focus: Laws are for the good of the people.
Big Question: Can I break the rules when I think I'm right?
Key Words: SABBATH, LAW, FREEDOM, MERCY

Prepare
Quick Prep
• Jesus' ministry is often about mediating the kingdom of God to those who are demeaned, oppressed, and denied proper status by religious and social restrictions and authorities. Women hover near the top of the list of demeaned and oppressed groups in the first century.
• In this story, Jesus is honored and his opponents are shamed, but the greatest change comes in the healed woman's status.
• The nameless woman in this story had an affliction that left her unable to stand up straight and disabled her for 18 years.
• Jesus saw this instance as a battle between keeping the Sabbath law's particularities and his "job description" of freeing people from bondage.
• Jesus did not hesitate to heal because of gender, location, or Sabbath rules.


Deep Prep
Some healing stories are about Jesus' identity as a healer, and some healing stories are about who is healed. In Luke 13 the story is about who is healed, a woman. Jesus' ministry is often about mediating the kingdom of God to those who are demeaned, oppressed, and denied proper status by religious and social restrictions and authorities. This is a recurring theme in Luke especially, and women hover near the top of the list of demeaned and oppressed groups in the first century. In this story, Jesus is honored and his opponents are shamed, but the greatest change comes in the healed woman's status.

The nameless woman in this story had an affliction that left her unable to stand up straight and disabled her for 18 years (Luke 13:11). Jesus was teaching in a synagogue on the Sabbath when she approached him. She did not ask for help. When he saw her, he called her over and said, "Woman, you are set free from your ailment" (13:12). Jesus laid his hands on her and the effect was immediate. So was her response. She stood up straight and began praising God. The synagogue leader tried to drown out her praises by policing proper Sabbath observance. He accused Jesus of improper Sabbath observance for healing the woman on this holy day.

Jesus saw this instance as a battle between keeping the Sabbath law's particularities and his "job description" of freeing people from bondage. It was a teachable moment, and Jesus took it to speak to all who were gathered, not just his opponent. He used a common method of rabbinic reasoning—from the lesser to the greater—concluding his flawless logic by saying that concern over suffering takes precedent over obligations related to keeping the Sabbath.

The synagogue ruler was furious. The people were delighted. There is an invitation to rejoice in this story. As in other stories where rejoicing at another's good fortune is invited, the implication is that those who reject the invitation to rejoice will exclude themselves from the kingdom. The sputtering synagogue leader probably saw nothing happening that led him to believe the kingdom of God was near.

Jesus healed a long-term profound ailment for this woman. Although the story is fantastic to read, how much more wonderful it must have been to be there! Just as important as the magnitude of the healing is who Jesus heals, and where, and when. Jesus did not hesitate to heal because of gender, location, or Sabbath rules. The woman, in turn, has her dignity restored. She is a "daughter of Abraham," says Jesus (13:16), and she represents a new status for women in the kingdom of God.

It could very well be that the leader of the synagogue had the best of intentions in calling Jesus on this breach of Sabbath law. The Sabbath was a cherished gift God had given the people. Its observance was a holy thing. The history of God's people included a time when they never had a day to rest, so now there were rules about remembering and observing and being thankful for the gift of rest. But Jesus reminded the people again and again that God's grace is a gift, a gift for all people. The Sabbath observance in this story shows that when crazy legislation and enforcement begin around a gift, something is amiss.

The bent-over woman received twice the gift on that Sabbath when Jesus reached out to her and then took the fallout. She was restored, re-created really. A woman walked out of a synagogue with her head held high, who hadn't done that for 18 years. This is an image of God's grace, love, and power.


Adolescent Connection
This story can help youth connect with the concept of "the letter of the law" versus "the spirit of the law." They would probably agree that being told to wear a seat belt because it may save their life is far more meaningful than being told to wear the seat belt because it is the law. Jesus tried to make this difference clear. Learning to understand and accept the difference is a gift of grace and understanding of God's relationship with people. There are times when the letter of the law must be upheld for the good of all people. A red light means stop. And there are times when the well-being of a person overrides the letter of the law. This is why ambulances have flashing lights and sirens. When a life is at stake, the spirit of the law takes over.


Baptismal Connection
In the Rite of Affirmation of Baptism, a five-part question addresses each confirmand's intent to continue in the covenant God made with them in Holy Baptism. Here We Stand resources help students—with support from parents, leaders, and the entire congregation—prepare to answer this question as they continue in their lifelong faith journey.

Today's lesson focuses on the clause "to live among God's faithful people" (Lutheran Book of Worship, page 201; Evangelical Lutheran Worship, page 236).

In the Luke story of the healing of the bent-over woman, Jesus' priority was to heal the woman. He had mercy on her and set her free of her ailment. As people of God, we too can show mercy to others. And like Jesus, we can be inclusive of people in our communities who live among us.


