
Jesus’ priority: Set people free
Luke 13:10-21

What if someone came into this special baptismal service, and quietly sat at 
the back shedding tears - clearly distraught; at least, for those with eyes to 
see them?  What if someone came in here with more obvious distress, in 
such a way as that we would need to stop what we were doing in this service 
to pay attention to them?

Would you be annoyed?  Would you think, ‘yes, I see they need help, but 
surely it could wait until we’ve finished here’?  Would you willingly press 
pause on all the ceremony of the day or the routine of our weekly worship to 
reach out immediately to this person who needed help?

Here in Luke 13:10-21, we read about Jesus teaching in a synagogue on the 
Sabbath.  The equivalent of preaching in a church on a Sunday.  And we read 
of how Jesus tears up the order of service to reach out to a woman right there 
and then who had been needing help for a long, long time.  To sideline every 
other concern to set her free.

Jesus saw this woman; He called her forward; He touched her; and He 
healed her.  And the fact that He did these four things right there and then 
has much to say to us if we’re going to live lives where Jesus is King.

First of all, Jesus saw this woman.  The thing is, nobody else ever did.  Oh, 
they’d have known about her, sure.  In the village where this synagogue was 
the community centre, people would have been vaguely aware of the woman 
who had been bent double for eighteen years.  But they wouldn’t have given 
her a second thought.  She was anonymous, a nobody.

The Greek in v.11 talks about a ‘spirit of weakness’, which probably means 
that Luke, the doctor who wrote this book, can’t conclude what the diagnosis 
is.  But whatever the unknown physical cause of her ailment, this 1st century 
Jewish community would have written her off - both because she was a 
woman, and because she was an outcast on account of her infirmity.

People were aware of her.  But nobody saw her.  Nobody looked at her, 
recognised her need, considered her wholeness and wellbeing.  Until Jesus 
saw her - and stopped the service to meet her needs.

Who are you not seeing?  Who’s there in your life - in your school or 
workplace, even in your home - who’s just not really on your radar as a real 
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person with real hurts that needs real help?  What are you so busy with that 
you can’t drop some of the things you’re juggling to see them, understand 
them, and help them?

Gathered as we are as a church, I’d dare to ask this question - who are we 
not seeing amongst us, or on the edges, who needs us to see them?  I 
confess I’ve got big blind spots here, so please don’t just count on the 
minister.  Let’s ask God to give us all eyes to see people and their needs.

Upon seeing the woman, Jesus calls her forward.  This is not the first time 
He’s done this kind of thing.  Throughout Luke’s gospel, we don’t find Jesus 
secretly healing people in back alleys, or arranging to have a private chat 
after everyone’s gone.  Instead, we see Him call people forward.

In Luke 8, a nervous woman who had been bleeding for 12 years was healed 
upon touching Jesus’ cloak.  But before she could slip away into the crowd, 
Jesus called her forward to stand before everyone and share what had 
happened.  Whether or not the woman here in Luke 13 was shy or not, Jesus 
calls her to the front of the service, and heals her in front of everyone.

I think there’s something here for us to learn when we are the ones who have 
had our needs met by Jesus and His people.  Jesus is not hiding the fact that 
He’s come to change people’s lives, for them to find that life is infinitely better 
in Him than apart from Him.  And I don’t think He wants us to hide that either.

Imagine being this woman slowly hobbling forward to the front.  All she could 
see was people’s feet, but all she could feel was people’s eyes on her.  
Imagine being that once-bleeding woman.  One minute, the crowd was 
bustling and noisy - the next minute, perfectly still and watching her, waiting 
for her to say something.  Imagine being the paralysed man from Luke 5.  
Lowered in front of the masses here to witness this bid for healing, but being 
told first, in front of everybody, ‘Friend, your sins are forgiven.’

Do not be afraid to show and tell all those watching what Jesus has done for 
you.  Jesus would have us there, with people’s attention on us, to let others 
know through our story who He is and what He’s done for us.  Because that’s 
how all those watching people are going to have the chance to see that Jesus 
could change their lives too.

Next, Jesus touches the woman.  Why?  There are healings in Luke and the 
other gospels, where all that complete, immediate healing needs is a word 
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from Jesus.  So why is it that more often than not Luke tells us about Jesus 
touching people as He heals them?

His friend Peter’s mother-in-law in Luke 4, He ‘leans over’ to heal her.  The 
crowds that gather to Him afterwards, He ‘lays hands upon’.  The man with 
leprosy in Luke 5, He ‘reaches out and touches’.  The dead girl in Luke 8 He 
‘takes the hand’ of to raise her to life, and the dead boy in Luke 7 He ‘touches 
the coffin’ of!  Why do all these things, when touching all these people meant 
in that society that He was made unclean and outcast by doing it?

That’s precisely the point.  Jesus touches the untouchable.  He identifies with 
the left out.  He offered actual human skin-to-skin contact to those who had 
been denied it.  He cared, and He showed it, no matter what people said.  He 
didn’t need to do it to heal them.  He did it to welcome them, and to show 
everybody watching that with Him, they were welcome.

Who’s untouchable in the school canteen?  Would you shake their hand?  
Who’s on the ward that has been starved of touch?  Would you hold their 
hand?  Who’s cut off from the social group they used to be part of, maybe 
because of some big mistake they made?  Would you throw your arm round 
their shoulder?

I know not everybody’s tactile and touchy feely.  Fine - you get the point 
though - giving the left out more than the time of day, and being seen to do it, 
and ‘stuff what everybody else thinks’, matters.  Having said that, bear in 
mind - there’s something about actual touch that really counts, too.

Jesus sees her.  He calls her forward.  He touches her.  And He heals her.  
Like the other healing miracles that Luke records in His book, he’s quick to 
add the word ‘immediately’.  Straight away, the woman was completely, 100% 
healed of the physical thing that had blighted her for eighteen whole years.  
And her response is to praise God.

Now on this point, there's something to say to those of us who have 
experienced remarkable healing, and those of us who haven’t.  It’s basically 
the same thing though: Praise God.  If you have experienced a ‘yes’ to your 
prayers for illness to be taken away and health to be restored, praise God for 
it, and don’t let go of that praise.  It’s easy to jump forward and complain to 
God about something else, but what about the incredible thing He’s done in 
your life?  Praise Him!
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And if you haven’t experienced Jesus’ full healing, know this: If you are His 
follower, one way or another, you will do.  Maybe it will come in this life, all at 
once, or over time.  Maybe it will come beyond death, where every physical 
affliction is completely ended.

For those who don’t come to Jesus when He calls them forward, the only 
inevitable experience is of physical decline that only heads one way.  But it 
counts when your trust is in Jesus, because you know that the difference for 
you is, full healing will be the reality you experience one day.  It’s just a 
question of when.  So praise Him!

Is there healing of body, mind or heart that you could pray for someone you 
know, or for yourself?

Well, all of this is just a bit much for the synagogue leader in v.14.  This 
upstart of a guest preacher has come in and upset everything that they do.  
It’s not just that Jesus has thrown out the order of service, He’s broken their 
rules.  This healing had happened on a Sabbath!

Jewish religious culture took the Old Testament commandment about ‘no 
working on the Sabbath’ to mean that the ‘work’ of healing shouldn’t happen 
then.  Jesus had said a word and put a hand on a shoulder - it wasn’t exactly 
breaking a sweat.  But, dash it all, He’d achieved something for someone on 
a Sabbath, and that was technically work, and that was ‘bad’.

If you’ve read through the Bible, you’ll know that God doesn’t start His 
sentences with, ‘Ah, but, technically you got that wrong…’  Time and again, 
God calls people out (especially leaders in religion and government) who 
worry about technicalities but have no heart and compassion.  People who 
paper over hypocrisy rather than forget all about appearance just to love.

Enraged at Jesus’ actions, the synagogue leader did what lots of people do 
when they’re angry at someone else.  He’d talked sideways about it.  He got 
up, joined Jesus at the front of the service, and instead of challenging Jesus 
face to face, he scolded the congregation - ‘There’s six other days to be 
healed - if you can wait eighteen years, you can wait another eighteen hours.  
No more of this on the Sabbath.’

Hmmm, subtle.  Nobody had come looking for healing - Jesus just did it.  
Everyone knows who this guy is really speaking to, though he’s too chicken to 
do it head on.  Jesus isn’t chicken though.  He turns to the synagogue leader 
in v.15, and ‘answered him’ - ‘You hypocrites!  You untie your animals to take 
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them for a drink on the Sabbath!  And you don’t think I should untie this 
woman today from what Satan has used to bind her for eighteen years?’

People still get outraged by acts of compassion being offered at the ‘wrong’ 
time.  I’ve told you the story before of a woman I met whose car had broken 
down in the Western Isles on a Sunday.  Thankfully somebody did help her, 
but when she told a church elder about it, he said, ‘I wouldn’t have come out 
to help on the Sabbath.’  Hardly in keeping with Jesus’ words here, is it?

But it’s not just traditional Highland & Island Christianity that needs to take a 
look in the mirror.  ‘Not now’ might have been first century Jewish society’s 
taboo, but ‘not here’ is ours.  ‘Don’t waste time trying to help this addict/
prisoner/serial adulterer.’  ‘Not in my back yard’ for this affordable housing/
rehab centre.  It’s ‘some other place’ rather than ‘some other time.’

I’m not sure that Jesus’ response to that will be much different to the one He 
offered the synagogue leader here.  Setting people free is Jesus’ priority.  And 
there’s no day that’s too special, and no place that’s too special, to get a little 
messed up to release people from what holds them down.  If Jesus is 
outraged about anything, it’s people’s failure to see that.

You see, Jesus doesn’t want anyone, anywhere, shackled by what binds 
them, any longer.  He tells the woman in v.12 that she is ‘set free’ from her 
infirmity.  He speaks the language of being ‘bound’ and being ‘untied’ or 
‘loosed’ in vv.15-16.  This is all a reminder of His mission.  It’s the mission of 
releasing people - setting them free.

In Luke’s gospel, when you find Jesus in a synagogue teaching, you find Him 
talking about release.  It’s what He wants to preach about.  Back in Luke 
4:16-21, when Jesus announced His mission in a synagogue, He spoke 
about setting people free.  Free from being bound by something you can’t 
escape.  Free from being blind to seeing things as they really are.  Free from 
being oppressed with a burden that’s too heavy to carry.

When we looked at Jesus’ mission then, we summed it up like this: It’s to 
release human beings from everything that detracts from human wholeness 
and fulness of life.  That includes the need we all have to be set free from the 
sin in our lives that warps and rots us, and to be set free from the death that 
we’ll all experience as its consequence.

And it includes more local and particular needs around food, shelter, health, 
community, dignity and security that different people have in different times 
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and places.  This release that Jesus comes to bring, and to have His church 
continue to bring, is at the cosmic, eternal level; and the everyday life level.

All the things that we humans get bound by - poverty, physical and mental 
illness, debt, exclusion, addiction, insatiable thirsts for more success or more 
money or more stuff, living life in comparison with the people next to us, 
actual spiritual attack, a life ignorant of God, a death destined to separate us 
from Him forever - they’re all weapons Satan tries to wield against us to 
destroy and drag down.

But Luke 13:16 reminds us that Jesus comes to set us free from the things 
Satan binds us with.  Illnesses healed, debts settled, excluded people 
welcomed, broken hearts and minds made new, addictions overcome, the 
thirst to ‘always want more’ quenched, comparison with other people ruled 
out, our ignoring and rebelling against God forgiven, and our deaths 
conquered.  It’s starting now, and it will be completed one day, beyond the 
battles of this life.

In v.17, when the congregation in that synagogue see the compassionate, 
powerful, life-changing actions of Jesus; and they hear His hope-filled, 
inviting and urgent message of release, they are ‘delighted with all the 
wonderful things He was doing.’

John and Julie, as you raise Lachlan, as you disciple him to discover more 
and more about putting our lives in Jesus’ hands, my prayer for Lachlan is 
that he will be ‘delighted with all the wonderful things’ that he hears about 
Jesus - from you, from others in your family, from us in the church.

And my prayer for you is that you will be more and more ‘delighted with the all 
the wonderful things’ that Jesus has done and is doing; so that Lachlan might 
catch that delight from you.  For all of us, that we would be delighted with the 
ways that Jesus has set people free - ourselves, others around us - and that 
we might share that delight with others.  To truly live out our vision as a 
church - discovering and sharing that life in Jesus is infinitely better than life 
apart from Him.

What could you tell the next generation about how you, or someone you 
know has been ‘set free’ by Jesus?

In vv.18-21, Jesus is commenting on what has just happened.  There’s a 
‘therefore’ in the Greek linking this to the healing that’s just happened, the 
heads of Jesus opponents hanging low, and the people’s hearts racing with 
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what they’ve witnessed.  Jesus tells two little parables to announce: ‘There’s 
a lot, lot more to come.’

The parable of the mustard seed and the parable of the yeast both illustrate 
the same thing to us: That the Kingdom of God is here.  It starts small, almost 
imperceptible.  But it spreads, and becomes more and more pervasive in its 
surrounding environment.

Until in the end, it completely and surprisingly dominates even the largest 
sphere.  The mustard seed normally grows into a bush - but the Kingdom of 
God is like one that grows into a large tree that dominates the whole garden.  
The yeast works through a huge amount of dough here - 22 litres.  The 
Kingdom of God is going to spread further and transform more than people 
thought possible.

Let’s just recap on what we’re talking about here: The Kingdom of God is 
something that Jesus has been talking about throughout His travels in Luke’s 
gospel.  Wherever He goes, He goes to talk about this.  It’s what He sent His 
followers out to talk about.  It’s what the ‘good news’ that you hear about 
Jesus bringing is all to do with.  So what is it?

The Kingdom of God is where God is King.  It exists in the places and the 
people where God is the biggest, most important, defining thing in place of 
anything or anyone else.  In a Kingdom, a King rules a people.  So the 
Kingdom of God is a people who belong to God who live with Him in charge.

Since Luke 4, Jesus has been talking about the Kingdom of God arriving in 
this world with Him.  That being part of the Kingdom of God is to put your 
faith, trust, hope and life in Him.  He’s been claiming that He is God the King.  
So the Kingdom of God is a people who belong to Jesus who live with Him in 
charge.

Why’s it ‘good news’ to have a King to bow to?  Well, that all depends on 
what kind of King you have.  And the kind of King that Jesus says He is in 
word and proves He is in deed is one who sets people free.  If you want to 
remain as the king or queen of your own life, good luck overcoming all the 
things that bind you and rob you of life to the full - especially the sin and 
death that nobody but God can do anything about.

But if you’ll make Jesus your King, you’ll have a King who sets you free.  And 
as you serve Him, you’re going to find that this Kingdom’s ripple effects don’t 
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stop with you.  Every person that becomes a Christian can lead to a story 
shared that leads to more people coming to faith.

Every person released from debt, hugged in their isolation, freed from 
addictions of every kind and made well in body and mind where Jesus’ 
disciples give Him the credit; leads to others in turn being rescued and having 
their lives made fuller.  First it’s a few individuals.  Then it’s a family.  Then it’s 
a church of maybe 80 people.  Then it’s an entire neighbourhood.  A city.  A 
nation.  And finally, the world.

This Kingdom of God is here and now, and it’s spreading faster and wider 
than you think.  Be part of it, and be part of how it spreads.  As we looked at 
with some urgency last week, not all of the world will change its mind, change 
sides and make Jesus King.  And the destiny for them is bleak.

But for all that we found that a difficult, uncomfortable challenge last week, 
take heart in this - the Kingdom of God is not done spreading in this place.  
It’s going to pervade this world with unstoppable growth.  It has done for 2000 
years; it’s still growing like wildfire across the world.  Here in Scotland, here in 
Inverness, are things reversing?  Are we living in a time and place where the 
Kingdom of God is shrinking?

Whatever you think about that, here’s what our passage reminds us: The 
Kingdom grows where people experience release in Jesus’ name.  So here in 
Inverness, and here in our corner of it, let’s be people who set about release.  

Here in Holm and Slackbuie, The Kingdom of God seems pretty small and 
imperceptible amongst our community.  But as we make news of forgiveness 
and eternal life known to those around us; as we bring healing, comfort, 
community, welcome, shelter and security in Jesus’ name to those in need, 
this Kingdom of God is going to grow like wildfire here in the years ahead of 
us.  So let’s go with Jesus and set people free.  Starting right now.
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