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August 25, 2019 

Isaiah 58:9b-14 

Luke 13:10-17     Unbending 

 

At the gas station this week, I noticed a man who was very bent over. 

Maybe caused by some kind of arthritis or scoliosis, it had nearly 

doubled him over, his shoulders nearly at his waist. He shuffled over to 

the gas cap on his car, twisting his neck up to see the cap, raising his 

arms to get the cap off. It was painful to watch. And I’m sure it was 

painful for him to do. Thankfully, there was someone with him; 

someone got out of the driver’s side of the car and made the transaction 

and lifted the pump to connect it to the tank. Without that person, it was 

hard to imagine how the man could have done it. 

Today, in the gospel of Luke, we meet a woman whose back is bent by 

some kind of sickness. She is so crippled that she cannot stand up 

straight. And we don’t know much about this woman. We don’t know 

her name was or how old she was. We don’t know what caused her back 

to be so bent. We don’t know if she had someone helping her with the 

daily common tasks of life. We only know that she had dealt with this 

disability for 18 years. And the condition was caused by something 
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outside of her control. Luke calls it a spirit or weakness or illness. We 

don’t know much about this unnamed woman, only that the vertebrae of 

her back were so deteriorated, she was unable to stand straight. She was 

unable to see what was in front of her. Or hold her head high. Or look 

someone in the eye. Or do the activities everyone else took for granted 

like shopping through the market or noticing the cart coming down the 

street or checking the pot on the fire or seeing who the visitor was at the 

door.  

This poor nameless woman could not stand up straight. And she had 

spent 18 years in this bent-over position. Maybe you understand the pain 

of an ailing back. Maybe you know what it’s like to have those clenched 

muscles. And feel the sharp stabs when you try to move. Maybe you 

know what it’s like to not be able to straighten up and not be able to 

move and not be able to participate. And how life just goes on without 

you. And you are left behind because your body refuses to work. 

The nameless women in our story was bent over was unable to stand up 

straight, it says. For 18 years, it had been this way. For 18 years, she had 

had to live a limited life. But one day, she heard that Jesus will be at the 
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synagogue in her town on the Sabbath. So she decided she would go. 

She shuffled from her house down the street and up the steps into the 

building. She couldn’t see very well where she was going. She could 

only see those few feet in front of her. She made her way with the 

crowds into the synagogue space. And though she couldn’t raise her 

head and see Jesus, but she could hear him. She could hear him teaching 

about the kingdom of God. She could hear him saying that God did not 

want people burdened by fear and worry. That God did not want people 

weighed down by the need for wealth and possessions. His words were 

about releasing the captives and they were meant to free the oppressed. 

The unnamed woman heard Jesus speaking these words. And maybe 

they reminded her of the prophet Isaiah and the words that we heard 

today from the prophet. That God wanted people to be able to stand up 

straight. God wanted to remove the yoke on people’s shoulders. The 

terrible yoke of blame and accusation. The terrible yoke that pushes 

others down. The yoke that people put on others of name-calling and 

disrespect that denies the dignity of others. The prophet Isaiah said that 

they needed to remove the burdens from others, not add to them. If 
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someone is bent down by poverty, don’t mock them, help them. If 

someone can’t speak the language, don’t make fun because you can, 

assist them. Remove their yoke. Be repairers of the breach and restorers 

of streets to live in. God has good news for those bent down by the 

hardships of life. God has freedom for the oppressed. Isaiah’s prophetic 

message was Jesus’s message too. 

God wants to remove that burden, that yoke, that sickness that has us 

bent down. God is determined and unbending in this regard. God WILL 

accomplish this. God will lift up the lowly. God will restore dignity and 

respect. And this is who God is at heart. This is God’s mission in the 

world. To help us stand up straight again. To know that we are sons and 

daughters of God. To know our worth and our value. So, when Jesus 

sees the woman in the synagogue, the nameless one who is bent over 

and unable to look anyone in the eye, Jesus calls her over. He touches 

her and immediately, her back straightens. And after 18 long years of 

having to bow before everyone, she is able to look Jesus in the eye and 

hold her head high. 
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What Jesus does for this woman is what Jesus came to do for the 

oppressed. Jesus came to restore people just like her. A woman, unseen, 

unknown, unnoticed by the world, bent over by forces not in her control. 

Jesus has come to set her free. She and all those like her whose backs are 

bent by the yokes they must bear. All the nameless women, throughout 

history, who have carried the weight of the world. All the nameless 

women who have born the effects of violence and war. All the nameless 

women who have shouldered the burden of caring for the elderly and the 

young. All the nameless women who have endured abuse by men who 

demean and degrade and treat them like they are worth so very little. All 

the nameless women who are under-represented in leadership and denied 

access to education, health care, and safety. 

We think of the women and girls around the world. In places like 

Pakistan where Malala Yousafzai was nearly killed by the Taliban for 

saying girls should go to school. Like girls in Malawi who are married 

off at 14, 15, 16 years old and are then unable to go back to school 

because they must take on the responsibilities of a home. Like women in 

Cameroon and Guatemala and Romania who live in toxic macho 
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cultures of abuse. And 1 in 3 face violence at home daily. Like women 

in Indonesia with limited access to reproductive care. Like women in 

Vietnam working 18 hours a day in factories making cheap clothing. All 

these women, unnamed, unknown, unseen by the world. Bearing all its 

weight, shouldering more than their fair share, bent down by a system 

that looks after itself instead of others. 

The nameless woman in the gospel of Luke represents all the women 

have been bent down by oppression. All of the least and the last and the 

lost living under the yoke of oppression. Unable to stand up straight, 

unable to hold their heads high or look others in the eye. Unnamed, 

unnoticed. But Jesus notices and he won’t let things go on one more day 

like this for her. In the middle of his teaching, in the middle of the 

Sabbath, in the middle of the synagogue, he lays his hands on her and 

lifts her burden. 

Jesus’ mission was to help the afflicted. He came to set free people like 

her. And Jesus would not bend on this. But it was the Sabbath. And for 

the leader of the synagogue there were rules you could not bend. The 

Sabbath was a day of rest. It was not a day for miracles and acts of God. 
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He said: “There are six days on which work ought to be done. Why 

couldn’t this woman find Jesus on another day to be cured? Why 

couldn’t it be any other day but the Sabbath?” Rules are rules. The 

Sabbath was a rest day, even for God. On the seventh day of creation, 

God took a break. And so should everyone else.  

But the Sabbath was about something more. It was about more than 

unbending rules. Yes, it was a day of rest. But it was also a day of 

liberation. This law about keeping the Sabbath was a law given to Moses 

on Mt. Sinai. It was one of the Ten Commandments. And we are going 

to have a little quiz right now. Where did God give people the Ten 

Commandments? Mt. Sinai. And why were the people at Mt. Sinai? 

Where had they just come from? Egypt. And what were the people doing 

in Egypt? They were living as slaves. And when did they have to work? 

All the time. Seven days a week. When could they relax and enjoy their 

families and set down their burdens? NEVER. They worked all the time. 

They were stuck, laboring under the tyrannical power of the Pharaoh, 

who cared nothing about their dignity or their humanity. But put the 
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yoke of labor upon them, weighing them down, forcing them to bend 

their backs every day and bow down to his demands. 

In Deuteronomy 5, it says: “Observe the sabbath day and keep it holy, as 

the Lord your God commanded you. For 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, or your son or your daughter, or your 

male or female slave, or your ox or your donkey... Remember that you 

were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you 

out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm.” Remember 

the Sabbath day. And remember the Sabbath is a day of freedom. It is a 

day of liberation. It is a day to remove yokes and unbend backs and 

stand up straight. Jesus knew what the Sabbath was really about. And it 

was the perfect day, the best day, for this nameless woman, this worthy 

daughter of Abraham, who had been bound and oppressed for 18 years, 

to be set free. 

Jesus came to liberate captives and to set people like this woman free. 

So people could have a real Sabbath. And if that was Jesus’ mission, if 

that was Jesus’ work, then it must be ours too. It must be our purpose to 



9 
 

continually be lifting up those around us. To remove the yoke of slavery. 

To unbend the backs of those bent down by things outside of their 

control. We are part of God’s mission to see the oppressed and notice 

them and speak the good news to them. And call them sons and 

daughters of God. What if the church were known for that? What if the 

church were a place where people felt their dignity restored? Where 

people could hold their heads high? What if we insisted that everyone 

deserved to be treated like a child of God? What if we could all help 

lighten the load for one another, and make that our mission? With a visit 

or a card or a backpack of food? A youth group, a community garden? 

What if we do have good news? 

Jesus wants us all to stand tall.1 He wants you to lift your head high. 

Because God will deliver us from the power of the Pharaoh. From all the 

forces of fear and hatred and greed. Because of God’s unstoppable love 

for you. Because of God’s unbending desire for you to have life and 

have it abundantly. Today is the Sabbath. This is the day for that yoke 

 
1 Debie Thomas, https://www.journeywithjesus.net/ 
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on your shoulders, that heavy burden to be removed. Child of God; sons 

and daughters of the covenant, this is the day of our liberation. Lift your 

head. Stand tall. We are set free. 

 

 

 

Luke 13:10-17 

10Now he was teaching in one of the synagogues on the sabbath. 11And 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. 12When Jesus saw her, he called her over and said, "Woman, you are 

set free from your ailment." 13When he laid his hands on her, immediately she stood up straight 

and began praising God. 14But 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." 15But 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 away to give it water? 16And 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?" 

17When he said this, all his opponents were put to shame; and the entire crowd was rejoicing at 

all the wonderful things that he was doing. 

 

Isaiah 58:9b-14 

If you remove the yoke from among you, 

   the pointing of the finger, the speaking of evil,  

if you offer your food to the hungry 

   and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, 

then your light shall rise in the darkness 

   and your gloom be like the noonday.  

The Lord will guide you continually, 

   and satisfy your needs in parched places, 

   and make your bones strong; 

and you shall be like a watered garden, 

   like a spring of water, 

   whose waters never fail.  

Your ancient ruins shall be rebuilt; 

   you shall raise up the foundations of many generations; 

you shall be called the repairer of the breach, 

   the restorer of streets to live in.  

 

If you refrain from trampling the sabbath, 

   from pursuing your own interests on my holy day; 

if you call the sabbath a delight 
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   and the holy day of the Lord honorable; 

if you honor it, not going your own ways, 

   serving your own interests, or pursuing your own affairs;  

then you shall take delight in the Lord, 

   and I will make you ride upon the heights of the earth; 

I will feed you with the heritage of your ancestor Jacob, 

   for the mouth of the Lord has spoken. 

 
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has 
sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go 
free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18-19).  


