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Eleventh Sunday Pentecost, Yr C, Pr 16 
Jer 1: 4-10; Ps 71: 1-6; Heb 12: 18-29; Lk 13: 10-17 

In the name of God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen! 

In 1981 the film, Chariots of Fire, won an Academy Award Oscar for Best 
Picture.  The movie tells the true story of two athletes, Harold Abrahams, a man 
of the world - and Eric Liddell, a committed Christian.  Eric Liddell was one of the 
favorites to win the gold medal in the 100 meter dash at the Paris Olympics in 
1924.  However, the quarter finals for the race were scheduled to be run on a 
Sunday.  And Liddell, taking his Christian faith seriously, had made it a principle to 
never run a race on Sunday, the Lord’s day. 

So Liddell dropped out of the race.  His coach, and a few other  supporters, 
including the Prince of Wales, tried to convince him to change his mind.  But he 
was steadfast in his decision.  Liddell believed that to run on Sunday violated the 
4th Commandment … to keep the Sabbath day holy.  However, as commentator 
Paul Harvey used to say, ‘you need to hear the rest of the story.’  Liddell got his 
gold medal in a totally unexpected way.  After turning down the chance to run in 
the 100 meter dash, Liddell was, somewhat surprisingly, given a chance to run in 
the 400 meter finals.  However, it was a race that he had never run before.  
Against considerable odds, Liddell ran, and won the race. 

Just before the race, one of the members of Great Britain’s team sent him a 
note.  It said,  “In the old book it says, He that honors me, I will honor.” (1 Samuel 
2: 30)  Liddell not only won the 400 meter, he set a new world record.  Several 
race commentators said Liddell ran like a man inspired.  Some time later, his 
sister, Florence, would say that Eric always believed that in standing up for his 
principles, and refusing to run in the 100 meter race, he came to realize that the 
400 meter was really his race.  He had never dreamed of trying the 400 meter race 
at the Olympics.  For Eric Liddell Sunday was a special day, set aside for God. 

My friends, today’s Gospel reading from Luke deals with that same issue.  
For Christians, the day we set aside for God is Sunday.  It’s a scriptural mandate 



given us directly from our God.  The faith of our Jewish ancestors sets aside the 
period from sundown on Friday, to sundown on Saturday, as their sabbath time.  
They refer to that time as Shabbat.  In Luke’s story today, Jesus raises the 
question,  “Is it right to heal on the Sabbath?”   

This morning, as we attempt to discern our answer to that question, I want 
to focus my comments on the two cripples who meet Jesus in the story.  I also 
want to address the question of “which one of the two cripples went away 
healed?”  Having said that, you might rightly be saying, two cripples (?), I only saw 
one.  But, stay with me for a few minutes, because there were two.  Both crippled 
in their own way. 

The first cripple was, obviously, the woman.  She was, at least, physically 
crippled.  One commentator said that her deformity was due to “having the bones 
of her spine fused in a rigid mass.”  Scripture tells us that she was possessed by 
a spirit that had crippled her for 18 years.  Her physical disability was obvious to 
everyone.  Jesus, out of compassion for her, lays his hands on her, and 
immediately she is healed.  Overcome with joy and thanksgiving, the woman, now 
standing up straight, and without pain, begins praising God for the healing that 
has taken place in her life. 

The second cripple in this story might be a surprise to you.  It was the 
leader of the Synagogue.  He too was crippled by a spirit – the spirit of legalism.  
A debilitating spirit that is as alive today as it was two thousand years ago.  
Instead of rejoicing that God had worked a wonderful miracle in the crippled 
woman’s life, the leader of the synagogue becomes indignant because Jesus had 
cured someone on the Sabbath.   

Now, you might ask, who was this ruler?  Well, the Synagogue was the 
Jewish Church in Jesus’ day.  It was not only the place God’s people gathered to 
worship God, it also functioned as the clearing house for the conduct of their 
daily lives - providing for their spiritual welfare and legal and moral judgments.  
The Synagogue ruler, or leader, was the man who officiated at worship services - 
in today’s language he would be the rector, the vicar, or the pastor.    

So, back to the story.  Why would that leader take issue with Jesus’ healing 
of the crippled woman on the Sabbath? 

Part of the reason might have been that he was irritated that Jesus’ healing 
could be seen as an intrusion into his own power and authority.  But I think the 
major reason - the real reason - for his indignation, was because what Jesus did 
offended the leader’s own understanding of the law of God. 



So what was the issue?  The issue wasn’t that Jesus had healed the 
woman.  No one claimed that Jesus’ healing was anything other than from God.  
No one disputed that what Jesus had done was not a good thing.  Rather, it was 
the day on which Jesus healed the crippled woman that had created the issue.  
He did it on the Sabbath.  And, according to the Pharisees, his healing of the 
woman was legally defined as work.  And working on the Sabbath was a no-no. 

In today’s world, we’d think nothing of someone being healed on a Sunday.   
But in Jesus’ day it was what we’d call a “hot potato.”  Context is everything, my 
brothers and sisters.  And let me explain why. 

Israel had been overrun by the Romans.  For sometime now the Jewish 
population had been struggling to maintain their identity as a people.  An identity 
bound up in their understanding of their relationship with one God, and the 
covenant that God had made with them.  Our Jewish ancestors believed strongly 
that only by keeping the rules of that Covenant could they satisfy their God. 

The issue for the Leader of the Synagogue and the Pharisees was that by 
healing on the Sabbath, Jesus was breaking the fourth commandment – set out in 
Exodus, chapter 20.  That commandment specifically says, “Remember the 
Sabbath day and keep it holy.”  The Hebrew Scriptures say that six days you shall 
labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God.  
On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your 
manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates.  For 
in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in 
them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath 
day and made it holy.  

Now, you might ask, what’s the big deal here?  Jesus isn’t working on the 
Sabbath – is he?  He’s not charging for his services!  Truth is, he’s helping a fellow 
human being.  Someone obviously in pain and in need of healing.  Well, that’s a 
good point.  However, in order to avoid breaking the commandments, the 
Pharisees, in an effort to cross every tee and dot every eye, had further defined 
the ten commandments by fencing them in with more restrictive language. 

For example, one Pharisaic rule regarding the Sabbath held that an animal 
could be led to water - provided nothing was carried by the animal or the person 
leading the animal.  (Shabbath 5:1).  A man could draw water for the animal and 
pour it into a trough for an animal to drink from, but – to avoid breaking the fourth 
commandment - the man could not hold a bucket for the animal to drink out of! 
(Erubin 20b, 21a). 



Another Pharisaic rule was that you were only allowed to medically treat a 
person for an illness on the Sabbath when the person’s life was in danger.  It was 
OK to break the fourth commandment in a life threatening situation.  However, 
you could not break the fourth commandment just to alleviate someone’s pain or 
suffering! (Mishnah Yoma 8:6). 

Therein lies the context for the challenge to Jesus.  And in response to the 
harsh response of the leader of the synagogue and the Pharisees, Jesus calls 
them ‘hypocrites.’  My brothers and sisters, those are hard words.  And not 
exactly the kind of response that leads to making friends and influencing people.   
So why do you think Jesus said it?  I think it was because the Pharisees were 
implicitly claiming that they were acting on God’s behalf, but were in reality 
contradicting the spirit - the true nature of God’s intended commandment. 

For Jesus it is the spirit of God’s law that counts, not the letter of it.  And 
Jesus goes on to explain that difference.  “If on the Sabbath you can untie your 
donkey and lead it to water, why shouldn’t this woman, who has been bound for 
18 long years not be set free?” 

A self-righteous legalism, and the letter of the law, had so crippled the 
mind of the leader of the synagogue that he couldn’t see how inconsistent his 
judgment was.  The leader of the synagogue was abiding by the spirit of the law 
for animals, but abiding by the letter of the law for people.  Instead of reacting as 
he did, the Pharisee should have joined in rejoicing at the woman’s good fortune. 

My brothers and sisters, we all have our Sabbath prejudices, which often 
hinder us from seeing Jesus at work in other people’s lives.  And what exactly are 
those prejudices?   They’re the rules that we add over and above what is God’s 
intent. 

I remember the story of a small rural church that had invited a guest 
preacher to come and preach on Sunday.  However, on the morning he was to 
preach they withdrew the invitation at the last minute because he wasn’t wearing 
a belt, or braces on his pants.  Their reasoning was that without the braces, if the 
belt slipped - the preacher’s pants could fall down while he was preaching - and 
that would be a scandal. 

So they made a rule that all preachers had to have both belts and braces 
on before they preached.  Their spirit of legalism caused them to miss out on 
what God wanted to say to them through that preacher that morning.  My friends, 
tying up God’s word with a lot of legalism makes it heavy and unwieldy.   



However, holy scripture provides us with an antidote to such legalism.  We 
find it in chapter five of the book of Galatians (5:22).  Christians call it the ‘fruit of 
the Spirit.’  The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  And scripture tells us that ‘Against such 
things there is no law.’ 

My friends, our Christian lives are meant to be joyful ones – filled with love 
and healing, not judgment and legalism.  The woman Jesus healed went away 
rejoicing in her healing, while the leader of the synagogue missed out on his 
opportunity. 

This morning Jesus says to us, ‘I have come that you might have life and 
life in abundance.’ (Jn 10:10)   

So, I ask you.  What was the difference between Eric Liddell, choosing to 
not run a race on a Sunday, and Jesus healing a crippled woman on a Sunday? 

On the one hand Eric Liddell felt called to stand up for what he believed 
was an important commandment.  Believing that, not to do so, was to profane 
God’s Word.   On the other hand, Jesus felt called to stand up to the other 
extreme – an excessive legalism.  One that failed to understand the underlying 
nature of God’s commandment to love God’s people.  Were they both listening to 
God?   

In the week ahead I invite you to contemplate these two questions.  Does 
God’s commandment to respect the Sabbath Day leave room for us to opt out for 
any reason?  Or, do we miss out on opportunities for God’s grace to enlighten our 
souls by interpreting God’s Word too narrowly?  What do you think?  Amen.


