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Healing on the Sabbath 
 
Eighteen years ago I celebrated my 50th birthday. Since then all our three 
children have married and we have ‘gained’ 5 beautiful grandchildren. Richard 
has retired from ‘paid’ work, I have completed a degree, been ordained deacon 
and then priest, and we have left our long term home in Tunbridge Wells and 
spend the last 51/2 years here with you in Crockham Hill.  
 
We have been to Canada, Russia, South Africa, Norway and the States and had 
the opportunity to see and do many wonderful and exciting things and of course 
during this time much has happened in  our nation and our world – things to 
give thanks for, things to wonder at and of course things to worry about – what 
I wonder has the last eighteen years brought for you?  
 
What have you been able to give thanks for, what have you been able to wonder 
at and what have you had to worry about?  
 
But just for a moment can I ask you to close your eyes and think,  think how the 
last 18 years would have been if you spent most of your time looking at peoples 
shoes – yes you would get to know the owners of those you met with on a 
regular basis, but without seeing their faces how could you tell how they really 
were and what might be hiding behind an anxious smile or a tearful eye. Looking 
at the floor would give you a very narrow field of vision indeed.  
 
This was the world that the woman in our Gospel story lived in day by day, in 
fact for about 6,500 days locked in by whatever it was that had caused her body 
to be bent over, locked into this position as she went about the daily tasks of 
cooking, cleaning, shopping, caring for her family if she had one; things that so 
many of us take for granted because we can bend, straighten, or stretch as 
needed for the particular task we are engaged in, even if with the passing years 
we are not quite as supple as we were. 
 
Jesus is teaching in the synagogue. Let’s go in our minds eye and see what is 
happening. The synagogue leaders are there, along with the men, women and 
children who have gathered and Jesus is in full flow. Quietly and unannounced 
this woman enters, bent over and crippled, maybe she slipped in week by week 
but today she is noticed by Jesus and he calls her over. I wonder if at this point 



she even knows who it is who has called her, unless she knows his voice she 
would have to twist her neck to try and catch a glimpse of who it is who is calling 
out to her. “Woman, you are set free from your ailment,” Jesus says, then he lays 
hands on her and we are told “immediately she stood up straight and began 
praising God.”  
 
Bent double for eighteen years her first reaction is to praise God and that could 
so easily have been the end of our story, the story of a woman who was healed 
by Jesus as her spine was released from its’ locked position. A woman who now 
had a wonderful new freedom and a woman who responded by praising God, 
but as we have heard not everyone was as pleased as she was with what 
happened in the synagogue on this sabbath day.  
 
For the leaders in the synagogue the sabbath was only for worship and for rest; 
there were six other days when the work of healing could take place, and when 
Jesus is challenged by them he replies “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?”  
 
These were tasks that were lawful and it is good to note that the words in the 
original Greek for ‘set free’ and ‘untie’ have the same root so Jesus is in effect 
saying that what under the law is permissible for people to do for their animals 
should surely be permissible this woman, a daughter of Abraham, who had 
spent so long locked into her bent body, shouldn’t she like the tethered animals 
be released and set free.  
 
The ox and the donkey can be set free to drink so surely she should be set free 
to drink, to drink the living water that Jesus brings to all who are willing to drink 
from him, and as always the crowd were able and willing to see this for 
themselves and it was those in control, those in leadership who were unable or 
unwilling to broaden their narrow field of spiritual vision.  
 
They were in reality just as locked in as the woman had been by her fused spine, 
not physically but spiritually, locked in by what they perceived the requirements 
of the Law to be. By the first century the keeping of the Law had been reduced 
to a very complicated set of detailed rules and regulations, All of these customs 
and ‘rules’ originated from people's ideas about how to obey the Third 
Commandment: "Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy." From the time 
this commandment was given by God to Moses, there has been disagreement 
about the ‘why and how’ the people could keep the sabbath holy. The book of 



Exodus links sabbath keeping to: "For in six days the Lord made heaven and 
earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore, the 
Lord blessed the Sabbath day and consecrated it, " whilst in the book of 
Deuteronomy a different reason is given: "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; therefore the Lord your God commanded 
you to keep the Sabbath day."  
 
The sabbath was meant to be a gift, a time of rest and restoration, a time to 
worship God. But quickly as so often happens in the hands of man a free gift 
from God is turned into a complicated Law, and all sorts of rules grew up about 
what was work and what wasn't, what it was permissible to do and what was 
not. Keeping the sabbath holy also meant reserving that day for worship of God, 
and, as still happens today day different people had different views on how that 
should be done. 
 
Different views on what was and wasn’t acceptable behaviour in places of 
worship has been controversial down through the ages and continues to this day 
– is a mini golf acceptable in the nave of Rochester Cathedral and a Helter-
skelter in Norwich – as they say answers on a postcard or of you are feeling very 
modern join the fun on twitter where a whole raft of views have been 
expressed! 
 
The religious leaders of the time spent so much time ‘crossing the t‘s’ and 
‘dotting the i’s’ of the Law that they were only able to see the Law as a 
straightjacket that kept everything in order rather than a baby harness that gave 
support for God to be worshiped and loved, to many of the synagogue leaders 
at this time any deviation from this narrow path was a breaking of the rules and 
not something that could lead to freedom, release and a fresh start. 
 
Is this a trap we can fall into today I wonder, can we get so caught up in the 
‘how’ of our worship that we leave little space for God to break in and transform 
our lives. 
 
From Jesus’ action this day we see that for him the sabbath is a day to be set 
free; free from the limitations and expectations of everyday life, it is a day to 
come close to God, it is a day for renewing our faith and the freedom that can 
bring. It is a day, yes to rest, but to rest in God and with God, and it is a day to 
worship, to  express our love for God and all that he has done for us.  



Few of us would want to return to a world full of laws and strict rules about how 
to observe the sabbath, and the very fact that we are here worshiping says that 
we are looking for something more, that we are looking for ways to keep the 
sabbath holy and like the women who Jesus healed in the synagogue that day 
wanting to simply praise God and thank him for all he has and will do for each 
and every one of us. 

Amen. 

 


