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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Last week the message from Jesus was “repent or perish.”  As you 

recall, Jesus was asked about some Galilean pilgrims who had been put to 

the sword by Pilate while they were at the Temple at Passover.  The folks 

who were talking to Jesus about this thought, as many did in that day, that 

these Galileans must have been guilty of some terrible, secret sin in order to 

have suffered in that way.  Jesus disabused them of that notion.  He said, in 

effect, when you see such things—whether death by violence or by accident

—the point is not to speculate about the reasons why it happened or about 

the character of those involved.  The proper response is to make sure you 

have repented and are right with the Lord so that, should such a thing happen 

to you, you will not perish but enter the kingdom.   

 To illustrate his point, Jesus told a parable about a fig tree that wasn’t 

producing fruit.  The owner wanted to cut it down and have done with it, 

because it was only taking up space.  The caretaker asked for one more year 

for the tree and said that during that year he would both dig the soil around 

the roots and fertilize it.  In the parable the owner is God the Father.  The 

caretaker is the Lord Jesus.  The fig tree is Israel, the church and those who 

encounter Jesus.  And what we see here is a picture of amazing patience, 



grace and mercy poured out upon the undeserving.  In his sermon on this 

lesson John Bunyan addressed the fig tree in this way: 

 Barren fig tree!  See how the Lord Jesus, by these very words, 
suggests the cause of your fruitless soul.  The things of this world lie 
too close to your heart; the earth with its things has bound up your 
roots; you are an earth-bound soul. 

And then Bunyan has Jesus, the great gardener, address the owner, his 

heavenly Father.  This is what he says: 

  Lord, I will loosen his roots; I will dig up this earth, I will lay 
his roots bare.  My hand shall be upon him by sickness, by 
disappointments, by cross providences.  I will dig about him until he 
stands shaking and tottering, until he is ready to fall. 

And then Bunyan explains: 

 Thus, I say, deals the Lord Jesus ofttimes with the barren 
professor; he digs about him, he smites one blow at his heart, another 
blow at his lusts, a third at his pleasures, a fourth at his comforts, 
another at his self-conceitedness; thus he digs about him.  This is the 
way to take bad earth from the roots, and to loosen his roots from the 
earth.  Barren fig tree!  See here the care, the love, the labour, and way 
which the Lord Jesus, the Dresser of the vineyard, is fair to take with 
you, [so you might be made fruitful].   

The Lord Jesus sends circumstances into your life designed to break you 

from your love of what is perishing and make you fruitful for the eternal 

kingdom.  He not only sends these blessed burdens, he fertilizes your life.  

That is, he enriches it with his Word, the Bible, and with his Spirit to 

minister that word and illumine its truth to your mind and heart.  So bear 

fruit that befits repentance!  Have done with barrenness.   As Bunyan would 



say, “suck in the gospel.”  Put on love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, faithfulness, gentle ness and self-control.  And then go out and 

engage in a fruitful life of obedience and service.  Live that way—or perish. 

 Well, in our lesson today, we find that Christ’s opponents, instead of 

harkening to his word and obeying his command to turn to him in sorrow for 

their sins with faith and repentance, become all the more hardened.  Their 

enmity against him burns all the more brightly.  Our lesson takes place on 

the Sabbath.  Jesus is teaching in a synagogue, probably for the last time.  

The cross at this point is only a few months away.  Now the first time Jesus 

preached in a synagogue he took as his text a passage from Isaiah 61: 

 The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to 
preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim freedom 
for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the 
oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour. 

This was followed by healing miracles, by deliverances and by other 

wonderful signs.  Now this last time Jesus continues this same work by 

setting a woman free from a terrible bondage.  You can think of his first and 

last synagogue sermons as bookends that contain a whole shelf of miracles.  

But let’s look at the lesson.   



 On a Sabbath Jesus was teaching in one of the synagogues, and 
a woman was there who had been crippled by a spirit for eighteen 
years.  She was bent over and could not straighten up at all.    

This woman was in a pitiable physical condition.  Now note—her problem 

was not that she was possessed by a spirit or demon.  Jesus did not have to 

deliver her from that.  Her problem was that some 18 years earlier she had 

been crippled by an evil spirit.  As a result, she had a condition that today is 

known as spondylitis deformans.  The bones of her spine had fused into a 

rigid mass.  This had bent her over severely, doubling her up.  She couldn’t 

look up at all—she was only able to look at the ground.  Spurgeon said, “She 

walked about as if looking for a grave.” 

 Now if her physical condition had been deteriorating for almost two 

decades, her spiritual condition was strong.  It reminds me of the Apostle 

Paul who wrote, “If our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is 

being renewed every day.  For this slight, momentary affliction is preparing 

for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison.”  Now, how is it we 

can say that about her spiritual condition?  Think about these things.  This 

woman was a regular attender at worship.  She was there and nobody paid 

any particular attention to that fact, so we can conclude her attendance was 

not extraordinary but expected.  And her attendance was regular even though 

with her infirmity it would have been much easier for her to stay at home.  



But she didn’t.  She honoured the Sabbath day.  She was diligent in her use 

of the means of grace.  Her attitude is found in a number of the Psalms.  

These are the opening words of Psalm 122: 

I rejoiced with those who said to me, 
“Let us go to the house of the Lord.” 

Here are the opening verses of Psalm 84: 

How lovely is your dwelling place, O Lord Almighty! 
My soul years, even faints, for the courts of the Lord; 
my heart and my flesh cry out for the living God.... 

Blessed are those who dwell in your house; 
they are ever praising you. 

And finally, as we will later see, Jesus calls this woman a “daughter of 

Abraham.”  That means more than this woman is a Jew.  Of course she is a 

Jew.  Everybody in the synagogue that day was a Jew.  It means that she was 

a daughter of Abraham not only by birth, but by faith.  She had a true and 

living faith in the promise of God given to Abraham in the covenant and so 

she was an inheritor of those promises and a partaker of the kingdom.  This 

crippled woman had a heart for God.  She delighted to be in his presence and 

did not let her physical afflictions stop her.   

 Our lesson continues, “When Jesus saw her, he called her forward and 

said to her, ‘Woman, you are set free from your infirmity.’  Then he put his 

hands on her, and immediately she straightened up and praised God.”  Let 



me make two points.  First, Jesus noticed this woman even though in the 

congregation, doubled up as she was, she would have been difficult to see.  

Our Lord has a heart for the lowly and humble.  He sees what others miss.  

Here’s what Spurgeon had to say. 

Jesus always occupies a place from which he can spy out those 
who are bowed down. His quick eye did not miss its mark. She, poor 
soul, was naturally the least observed of all the people in the company, 
yet was she the most observed, for our Lord’s gracious eye glanced 
over all the rest, but it lighted upon her with fixed regard. There his 
tender look remained till he had wrought the deed of love.  Perhaps 
there is some one in the crowd this morning the least observed of 
anybody, who is yet noticed by the Savior; for he sees not as man 
sees, but observes most those whom man passes over as beneath his 
regard. Nobody knows you, nobody cares for you; your peculiar 
trouble is quite unknown, and you would not reveal it for the world. 
You feel quite alone; there is no solitude like that which is to be found 
in a [crowd]; and you are in that solitude now. Be not, however, quite 
despairing, for you have a friend left. The preacher’s heart is going 
after you, but that will little help you: there is far more joy in the fact 
that as our Master observed most the least observed one on that 
Sabbath in the synagogue, so we trust he will do this day, and his eye 
shall light on you, even you. He will not pass you by, but will deal out 
a special Sabbath blessing to your weary heart. Though by yourself 
accounted to be among the last, you shall now be put upon the first by 
the Lord’s working a notable miracle of love upon you. In the hope 
that this may be so we will proceed, by the help of the Holy Spirit, to 
look into the gracious deed which was done to this poor woman. 

Beloved, our Lord sees those nobody else does, so when you feel invisible, 

take heart.  As the old hymn says, “His eye is on the sparrow and I know 

he’s watching me.” 



Here’s the second point.  We have here an awesome demonstration of 

the power and authority of Jesus.  He spoke a word and immediately a 

woman with an intractable medical condition was loosened and set free.  But 

notice this.  As soon as Jesus declared it, she was healed.  But she didn’t 

stand up right away.  Kent Hughes describes the scene this way: 

 She heard the words, but she did not move.  The bent woman 
was not only bound by body but by habit.  Still doubled, she felt his 
gentle hands urge her upward, and as she attempted to rise, she 
straightened to her full height—graceful, head erect.   

I think of it this way.  When our Lord blesses, he blesses to the full.  He sees.  

He calls.  He declares.  He touches.  He lifts up.  Everything that this woman 

needed for her healing was given.  Our Lord is not half a Saviour.  He not 

only elects, he calls.  He not only calls, he regenerates.  He not only 

regenerates, he justifies.  He not only justifies, he sanctifies.  He not only 

sanctifies, he glorifies.  From A to Z our Lord Jesus is a mighty Saviour. 

Now when Jesus lifted her up, this woman immediately began to 

praise God for her deliverance.  Spurgeon said that there was no one on the 

face of the earth more eloquent than that woman that day.  And her praises 

revealed her godly, prayerful heart.  But we still have this question.  Why did 

Jesus perform this miracle?  Well, it was done out of love for the woman, to 

be sure, but there is something even larger going on.  In this demonstration 



of the almighty power of Jesus, we can find hope for sin-sick souls.  You see, 

the physical condition of this woman—the way that she was constricted and 

bound up as if in chains—paints a picture of the ravages of sin.  Just as the 

woman was helpless and unable to overcome her physical disease, so the 

sinner is helpless and unable to set himself free from the spiritual bondage 

he endures.  But with Christ nothing is impossible.  He softened this 

woman’s spine, though it had fused together as hard as a rock.  He can soften 

hearts of stone.  Our Lord can bend stubborn wills.  He can cause earth-

bound sinners to look up.  He can create, transform, renew, break down, 

build up and quicken with irresistible power.  So beloved, do not despair 

over your own salvation.  Even if you have wasted your life in decades of 

worldliness and rebellion, if you but come to Christ and commit yourself to 

him, you will find joy, peace and rest for your souls.  And do not despair 

over the salvation of your loved ones who do not know the Lord.  So long as 

they live, name them before the Lord.  Plead his mercy and his grace.  Pray 

on and faint not, for Jesus is able to save to the uttermost.  Who knows?  It 

may be your prayers that the Lord will use as the instrument of someone’s 

salvation. 

 The woman was healed.  She stood straight up.  She praised God.  You 

can imagine the congregational response.  A doxology.  A hymn of praise.  



Prayers of thanksgiving for the deliverance of this woman from the bonds of 

affliction.  It didn’t happen.  The ruler of the synagogue stood up.  It was the 

ruler’s job to maintain order throughout the service.  He would lead in 

prayer.  He would read the Scripture.  He would preach on those days there 

was not a visiting rabbi to bring the word of God.  He was angry.  He was so 

angry he didn’t even address the Lord.  (Perhaps he didn’t have the nerve.)  

Instead he turned to the congregation and berated them.   

 Indignant because Jesus had healed on the Sabbath, the 
synagogue ruler said to the people, “There are six days for work.  So 
come and be healed on those days, not on the Sabbath. 

Now in one way this man got it right.  The fourth commandment does say, 

“Six days you shall labour and do all your work, but the seventh day is a 

Sabbath to the Lord your God.”  But that does not mean that on the Sabbath 

day works of mercy are not allowed.  And this man should have known that. 

 Let me give you a couple of examples of Old Testament passages that 

make this clear.  In Isaiah 58 the people complain to God that he is not 

paying attention to their worship.  God acknowledges that the people have 

been seeking him.  They are in church daily, as it were.  They “seem eager to 

know [God’s] ways.”  And yet he does not hear them.  Their cry goes up, 

“Why have we fasted, and you have not seen it?  Why have we humbled 

ourselves and you have not noticed?”  God answers that their seeking is not 



sincere.  Their religion is cold and without a commitment to godliness and 

righteousness.   

 Yet on the day of your fasting, you do as you please and exploit 
all your workers.  Your fasting ends in quarreling and strife, and in 
striking each other with wicked fists.  You cannot fast as you do today 
and expect your voice to be heard on high. 

You can keep the Sabbath as strictly as possible, but if you hate and exploit 

your neighbour you are not really keeping the Sabbath at all.   

 The same point is made by the Prophet Micah.  You can have all the 

religious ceremonies you want, but if your religion isn’t a religion that has 

transformed your heart and life so that from it godliness and righteousness 

flow, then it just doesn’t matter.  It will not be honoured by God.  It will not 

save you.  This is from his 6th chapter: 

 With what shall I come before the Lord and bow down before 
the exalted God?  Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with 
calves a year old?  Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, 
with ten thousand rivers of oil?  Shall I offer my firstborn for my 
transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?  He has 
showed you, O man, what is good.  And what does the Lord require of 
you?  To act justly, to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God. 

The ruler of the synagogue had missed the point completely.  He had 

forgotten mercy and love. 

 The Lord answered him, “You hypocrites!  Doesn’t each of you 
on the Sabbath untie his ox or donkey from the stall and lead it out to 



give it water?  Then should not his woman, a daughter of Abraham, 
whom Satan has kept bound for eighteen long years, be set free on the 
Sabbath day from what bound her. 

You act with mercy toward your livestock on the Sabbath.  You unbind them 

and lead them to water on the Sabbath.  Why shouldn’t I do the same and in 

mercy, on the Sabbath, release this believer from her bondage?  If an ox or a 

donkey is important enough to treat with mercy, surely this woman is too.   

 The command to do no work on the Sabbath was not intended to 

prohibit either works of mercy or of necessity.  What was it intended to do?  

The Sabbath day is given to us that we might return it to the Lord.  We are to 

give the day back to God through worship, Bible study and Christian 

service.  It is a day for us to refrain from doing work that isn’t absolutely 

needful so that we might be refreshed and strengthened.  The day was meant 

for our blessing.  The synagogue ruler had missed he point. 

 Why had the ruler missed the point so completely?  It’s simple, really.  

He had not repented.  He had not given up on himself and so he hadn’t 

turned to the Lord.  And so his heart and his attitude and his actions 

remained ugly.  Beloved, let us resolve by God’s grace to avoid this trap.  

May daily confession of sin and turning to Christ, daily and heartfelt 



repentance become our way of life.  In that way lie freedom and the beauty 

of holiness.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.   


