Series: This is the Christian Life

#4 – “Liberated Life”

Luke 13: 10-17

 I discovered his story and I was profoundly moved by it. His name was Robert Carter III. He was one of the elite of colonial America. Appointed as a Councilor of the colony of Virginia by King George II, Carter was a plantation owner in Williamsburg. He lived next door to George Washington and was the friend of Thomas Jefferson and Patrick Henry. Out of all of them, Carter was the richest and owned more slaves than Washington and Jefferson combined, nearly five hundred in all. He owned a textile factory, about twenty plantations, a commercial bakery, and a one-fifth share of the Baltimore Iron Works. 

In June of 1777, while suffering from what he later described as “a Fever Heat” from a small pox inoculation, Carter experienced what he called a “most gracious Illumination” of his spirit. Unlike the conversions of many, though, Carter’s conversion went beyond pious-sounding words. To begin with, “the slaveholder who never intervened in overseers’ disciplining of his slaves now began to defend them openly.” He caused a scandal when he told an overseer to return a slave’s property to him, based solely on the word of the slave. Even more scandalously, he began to worship at an integrated congregation. 

Then on September 5, 1791, Carter reached the conclusion that his faith required him to free all his slaves, “the largest number of enslaved human beings ever freed in America by anyone.” Not only did Carter arrange for the slaves’ freedom, but he also made “provision for their support during their transition to freedom.” 

Some of his peers, including Thomas Jefferson and other signers of the Declaration of Independence, “objected to Carter’s action as subversive to the colonies’ social balance and racial relations, and potential cause of a backlash by white workers against their new competitors for wage labor.” Even so, Carter believed that his own freedom compelled him to share that same freedom with all people. (Obery M. Hendricks, Jr., The Politics of Jesus: Rediscovering the True Revolutionary Nature of Jesus’ Teachings and How They Have Been Corrupted [New York: Doubleday, 2006], pp. 185-87) 

 She appeared in the synagogue one day as Jesus was teaching. It was almost as if she came out of nowhere. But there she was, crippled of body. Perhaps it was a severe case of osteoporosis, perhaps even spina bifida or scoliosis. We do not know her name or her age. We simply know she is a woman in need.

 The gospel writer Luke, himself a physician, describes her as suffering from a “spirit of weakness.” In the medical sphere of those times, it was about as good a diagnosis as could be made. What caused her problem we do not know, but its impact on her life was obvious. She was almost bent double. She shuffled along, unable to look up. She moved her head to the side to be able to see and had to strain to look higher than most people’s belly buttons. Her line of vision was mostly limited to a five-foot circle around her own toes. She could not see the blue sky or the birds flitting about. She was bent and crippled.

 But she comes to worship and she comes into the presence of Jesus. Her story turns out to be a healing. However, it’s also a story about the Christian life.

 Throughout this month we are taking a close look at some biblical passages that describe for us what the Christian life is meant to be. So far we have noted that our Christian life is our real life – it’s the life we were meant to live when we are our best and most real selves. 

We also discovered that the Christian life is a faith life. It is a life of trusting Jesus enough to say “yes: to him; to follow him where he leads; and to live under his power.

 Last week we noted that the Christian life is a fruitful life. It is a life over which God has labored in love to make grow the best of things. It is a life out of which God wants to see the harvest of righteousness and justice.

 Today, I would like to suggest that our text before us from Luke’s gospel, offers another way of looking at our Christian lives. It suggests that the Christian life is a liberated life. It is a life freed to become all that it was meant to be. 

 As I read the story of Robert Carter III, and as I read once again this story from the 13th chapter of Luke, I sensed a powerful resonance between the two – a resonance called liberation. Both suggest in their own unique way that life in Christ is a liberated life. Walking through the scripture before us today, I believe we can say at least the following about our Christian life as liberated life. First of all, it is a life…

…Seen, Spoken to and Touched by Jesus (vv. 10-13)

It may seem like a little detail - such an obvious thing - but I think it is so very significant. It says in verse 12 that Jesus “saw” the bent-over woman. Why is this significant? Perhaps it is because in the culture of the time, she would have been socially invisible. Not only was she a woman (who was supposed to be as obsequious as possible) but also she was also infirmed and therefore viewed as somehow inferior. 

Most of us know how it is our nature to avert our eyes from someone who is different from the norm. But that was not the case with Jesus. Jesus saw this woman. And I believe he didn’t just glance at her. I think he really saw her - looked deeply and compassionately at her - because Jesus doesn’t stop with just seeing her. He speaks to her. He calls her over to where he is. He interrupts his sermon and he says to her, “You are set free from your ailment.” 

 And he violates protocols of the day even further. We are told he “touched” her. In ancient Middle Eastern culture, men did not touch women in public. But Jesus touches her. The liberated life of the Christian finds it’s genesis in being seen, spoken to and touched by Jesus. Just like Robert Carter III who met Jesus and had a “most gracious illumination” that set him free to live in a different way; just like this bent-up woman, we will discover the same when we are seen, spoken to and touched by Jesus.

 And did you notice that this woman did not seek Jesus out? She did not approach Jesus, did not come to Jesus asking to he healed. No, Jesus sought her out! Jesus called to her! Jesus touched her! Jesus will move toward us even when we are not moving toward him, because that what God in Jesus does. The good news of the Christian faith is that we serve and worship a risen and living Savior. He is as present in our church today as he was in that synagogue long ago. He sees you and me. He is calling to you and me. And he wants to touch you and me with his grace that will begin to set us free.

 Secondly, this Christian life, this liberated life is a life…

…Straightened, Loosed and Deemed Worthy by Jesus (vv. 13, 16, 17)

 The Bible says when Jesus laid his hands on this woman, 

“Immediately she stood up straight and began praising God.”

 The woman who had been bent and distorted by a power outside of her control now “stood straight up.” Can you imagine what they must have been like for her after eighteen years to actually look her friends and family in the eye? Can you fathom the gratitude and joy she must have felt to have her body and her life “straightened out?” She was joyful indeed for she began to praise God!

 But that is what Jesus does when he sees, speaks to and touches someone. Her life is transformed. What was crooked is made straight; what was out of place is put in order; what was disjointed and distorted is now reset and reshaped to its original design.

 This woman was said to be “bound” (v.16). It’s a word in the Greek that carries the notion of being “tied up” or “imprisoned.” And certainly she must have felt that way at times – handcuffed by her situation; not free to really live. But Jesus came to her, laid his hands on her and (as it says in the KJV) said to her:

“Woman thou art loosed.”

 I love the way it’s put in the King Jimmy – “Woman thou art loosed!” You know, Jesus was in the “loosing” business. Back in the 4th chapter of Luke’s gospel he set forth his kingdom agenda. And a part of that agenda was “to set the captives free.”

“Woman thou art loosed!”

 And that’s what Jesus wants to do with all of us – to loose us. To liberate us from anything and everything that has us…

….tied up, tied down, tethered and troubled

From anything and everything that has us…

… Held back, hung up, hog-tied, hampered and hindered; 

From anything and everything that has us…



…Restricted, restrained, roped and wrangled.

 Jesus wants to say to us just like he said to that woman, “Thou art loosed!” 

And do you know why? It’s because Jesus thinks you’re worthy to be set free. 

You may have noticed that this woman in the story doesn’t have a name. She’s not only invisible she is also anonymous. But Jesus names her in the story. Jesus gives her a name because he deems her worthy. Jesus calls her “daughter of Abraham.” That is to say, Jesus declares her a child of the covenant. She is a sister of us all! She is God’s blessed child!

 And so it is for each and every person who is seen, spoken to and touched by Jesus. You are declared worthy. You are loosed to stand up straight, walk tall and be the free human being you were meant to be. When Robert Carter III came to know Jesus as Lord and Savior, he could no longer look on any man as a slave. All were worthy of dignity and respect and all should be free. This Christian life we are given in Jesus liberates us from our prejudices and looses us to be God’s children.

 Finally this morning, I want us to take note of one other part of this story that signals what the liberated life in Christ can be. It can be a life…

…Unfettered from Religion by Jesus (vv. 14-16)

 There’s another character in this biblical story today besides Jesus and the bent-woman. It’s the synagogue ruler. He’s the guy charged with management of the church. He’s troubled in this story by what has occurred in the worship service. The sermon has been interrupted. And on top of that, tradition and, yes, even the commandments of the Lord have been violated. The adjective Luke uses to describe him is “indignant.” 

 In those days, strict observance of the Sabbath was crucial to the Jewish religion. Guys like this synagogue ruler were sticklers about adhering to the law regarding Sabbath. No work could be done and that included works of non-emergency healing. That’s why this guys says:

 “There are six days on which work ought to be done. Come on those days to be cured.”

 This woman’s problem was obviously chronic not acute. Her need could just as easily been addressed the following day. Why would Jesus need to heal her today and violate the command regarding Sabbath?

 It appears Jesus himself got indignant at this man. In fact, Jesus calls him a “hypocrite” to his face! He says, “You know, you untie your animals to feed and water them on the Sabbath and you say that’s okay (which they did by the way), but yet, you would withhold liberation from this daughter of Abraham who in her own way is bound? You hypocrite!”

 And Jesus’ point was this: if any day was appropriate for such an act of healing and liberation, the Sabbath was it. The crux of religion to Jesus – the laws, the scripture, the traditions - all supported one thing – the unfettering of people so that they could live free in the grace and mercy of God. By healing this woman on the Sabbath, Jesus is saying that there is something more important that religion. It is that to which religion directs us: an almighty and all-loving God.

Life in Christ is to be lived unfettered from religion and liberated to follow Jesus in praise and thanksgiving. That’s what happened with this woman in the story. That is what happened in the life of Robert Carter III. Carter was loosed from the sin of being a slave owner and became a liberator of others, despite the fact that Thomas Jefferson and other “founding father’s” decried him for “a subversive act that would upset the social order.” Because if people do not come first in religion – all people – religion becomes idolatrous.

 It’s what Jesus wants to see happen all of our lives – to put people above procedure; to put love above the law; to be liberated from the shackles of religion to live into the wild grace and mercy of God…and to know joy!
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