
Good work for a Sunday 
 

 “Ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham, whom Satan bound, be set free from this bondage 
on the sabbath day?” 

 (Luke 13: 16) 
 

What do you and don’t you do on Sundays? Sundays in Britain 
have changed drastically in the last few decades. In my 
childhood home we were like little puritan, strait-laced 
Victorians. The only work permitted was the preparation of 
meals and clearing up afterwards – and we children weren’t 
allowed to play outside. It was a day like no other, a day of rest.  
 

How Jesus observed the Sabbath – his equivalent of our 
Sunday, his seventh day equating to our first day – seems to be 
Luke’s main concern in telling the story of the healing in the 
synagogue. You won’t find this story in any of the other gospels, 
which suggests there is special significance in it for Luke.  It has 
a partner or parallel story at the beginning of chapter 14. It, too, 
concerns a healing on the Sabbath, tells of consternation among 
Jesus’s opponents and shows Jesus arguing that if they would 
do something for their child, their donkey or their ox on the 
sabbath, why shouldn’t he help a sick person.  These are almost 
the same stories in different settings so that Luke can reinforce 
a point he wanted to make. Luke paired one story about a man 
with a similar story about a woman, to show us something 
about Jesus’s liberal treatment of Sabbath rules.     
 

If we go back to the synagogue-based healing of the bent 
woman, Luke leads us to ask a question: who is the crippled one 
in this episode?       
 

The crippled woman had been bent over by her ailment for 18 
years.  She couldn’t look up because of it.  But she is not the 
crippled one.  The leader of the synagogue is, the church 
administrator in contemporary terms.  He can look up, but he 
chooses to look down on Jesus and others who don’t follow the 
regulations.  He is able to stand up straight, but he is bent by 
unbending ways and hunched over by a set of rules and 
regulations too overbearing for anybody to carry.  He is the one 
in need of healing, for it is he that cannot look up and see the 



life-giving and healing spirit that Jesus gives the woman. 
Others are crippled, too, for he had supporters and they were as 
restricted, blinkered, hampered and crippled as he was. 
 

There are plenty of crippling forces in our world that bend and 
bind people today—and I’m not speaking of osteoporosis.  I am 
thinking of evils such as racism and jingoism, fundamentalism 
and extremism that take over some susceptible and gullible 
people to the extent that they threaten the security and 
wellbeing of human society.   

I am thinking of vices such as greed and lust, sloth and 
envy that imprison people and control their thoughts, 
actions and visions.  

I am thinking of ideologies and isms that some 
people sign up to so wholeheartedly that they lose the 
freedom to think for themselves.  

I am thinking of mental and physical conditions, over which we 
have limited control but which so easily control us. There are 
plenty of crippling forces in our world.    
    

When I look back over two thousand years of Christian history, 
I will not deny that there have been times when the church has 
colluded with some of these crippling forces to engage in 
abusive practices, keeping individuals, economic classes and 
even nations in thrall. The Christian Church has been 
aggressive and coercive;  

it has espoused exclusivist and extremist claims;  
it has bound and controlled lives.  

But the truth is that, when the Church is true to its Lord, it is 
free, liberal and liberating,  

life-enriching, life-enhancing and life-giving.  
Luke keenly wants us to see that Jesus will break through hide-
bound rules to free crippled souls.  
 

Yet there is something more. Luke has a bigger concern in 
telling us this story. He tells us that Jesus calls the woman “a 
daughter of Abraham.” At the beginning of his Gospel, in both 
the song of Mary and the song of Zechariah, in the Magnificat 
and the Benedictus, Luke pronounced that salvation was for the 



children of Abraham.  Later he had John the Baptist warn 
against claiming to be a child of Abraham by right and soon 
Jesus will say that not everyone who expects to feast with 
Abraham in the kingdom of God will do so. In some Jewish 
literature to be a daughter of Abraham was to be among the 
pious, but here Luke upsets normal expectations and gives the 
honoured title of ‘daughter of Abraham’ to a bent woman who 
has long been excluded from full participation in life, one who 
in the terminology of the day was “bound by Satan.”1   
 

We might ask, “Who are the children of Abraham today?”  Two 
answers suggest themselves. The first is that the children of 
Abraham are those who are members of the Abrahamic faiths – 
Jews, Muslims and Christians, who can all trace their ancestry 
back to this great man of faith.  It is long since these three 
religions could happily line up for a family portrait, but it is 
high time we did and high time for genuine dialogue and deep 
understanding among our brothers and sisters, the sons and 
daughters of Abraham. In an age when perverted forms of 
religion threaten to harm and actually harm all that is good in 
our world, should we not rejoice that we have much in 
common?  

And should we not find the truth of God in each other?   
There is nothing revolutionary in what I say here:  it’s simply a 
fact that Christian, Muslim and Jew is each a child of Abraham 
– and we should get to know our wider family better.   
 

A second answer suggests itself.  If Jesus calls the woman in the 
story “a daughter of Abraham,” does he look on other 
overlooked and downtrodden people as children of Abraham, 
too? It seems so.   
 

Two days after Charles Wesley was converted, he wrote a hymn 
wondering at the marvel of what had happened to him.  It 
begins, “Where shall my wondering soul begin” and he marvels 
that he, “a child of wrath and hell,” should be called “a child of 
God.”  And, by the third verse, he’s appealing to others to have 
the same experience as he has had:  

                                                           
1 These thoughts originate with Judith Lieu in her Epworth Commentary on The Gospel of Luke.  



Outcasts of men, to you I call, 
 Harlots, and publicans, and thieves! 
 He spreads His arms to embrace you all; 
 Sinners alone His grace receives; 
 No need of Him the righteous have; 

 He came the lost to seek and save.    
In another hymn, written several years later, Wesley still 
appeals to “the sick, and spiritless, and faint” to turn to God 
where they will find mercy and welcome. 
 

So, yes, those who, like the bent woman in Luke’s Gospel, are 
overlooked, unconventional, downtrodden and outcast are sons 
and daughters of Abraham and can find inclusion in the church 
of Christ. There’s a place for them here. Luke teaches us this, 
and, though it is dangerous to bolster what one writer says with 
the words of another thinker, St Paul confirms Luke when he 
says in his letter to the Galatians, “Those who believe are 
descendants of Abraham.” 
 

So the community of Christ, the modern church, looks past its 
door for the refugee, the hungry and the poor,  

so that it can reach out to hold hands with the oppressed, 
the bent down and those whose lives are limited by 
crippling forces,  

to turn tears of anguish into joy by freeing them from the 
bondage that holds them.2   
 

That’s good work to do on a Sunday – or any other day of the 
week, for that matter. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

                                                           
2 The allusions in this paragraph are to Shirley Erena Murray’s hymn “Community of Christ” in Singing the 

Faith at 681, which we sang immediately after the sermon was preached. 


