
In the Gospel reading from Luke, Jesus says, “Woman, you are set free from 
your ailment.” 
 
The rather bold title of my sermon today is “How to Be Set Free.” There are 
things in our lives that keep us stuck, frozen in place. There is a very real 
sense in which they imprison us, they bind us, they keep us from being free.  
 
The reality of being imprisoned is that it’s either impossible or practically 
impossible to get yourself out. When we’re chained and behind bars, we need 
to be set free.  
 
Lots of people are bound by things: food, anxiety, the need for the approval of 
others, and things like pornography, sex, alcohol, drugs, and gambling. There 
are lots of demons, if you will, that get a hold of us at some point and won’t 
let go. Being a Christian does not exempt you from these things, but it does 
give you hope. 
 
Early Christians often ended up in prison. Many Christians today are 
imprisoned worldwide. There is one particular story in the book of Acts, 
chapter 12, that I think is a rather amazing allegory for what can happen to us 
spiritually when we’re imprisoned and hoping to be set free.. 
 
[King Herod] put Peter in prison, handing him over to four squads of soldiers, 
sixteen in all, who guarded him. He planned to charge him publicly after the 
Passover. While Peter was held in prison, the church offered earnest prayer to 
God for him.  

The night before Herod was going to bring Peter’s case forward, Peter was 
asleep between two soldiers and bound with two chains, with soldiers 
guarding the prison entrance. Suddenly an angel from the Lord appeared and a 
light shone in the prison cell. After nudging Peter on his side to awaken him, 
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the angel raised him up and said, “Quick! Get up!” The chains fell from his 
wrists. The angel continued, “Get dressed. Put on your sandals.” Peter did as 
he was told. The angel said, “Put on your coat and follow me.” Following the 
angel, Peter left the prison. However, he didn’t realize the angel had actually 
done all this. He thought he was seeing a vision. They passed the first and 
second guards and came to the iron gate leading to the city. It opened for them 
by itself. After leaving the prison, they proceeded the length of one street, 
when abruptly the angel was gone.  1

Peter had a large detail of soldiers guarding him. He was in a prison cell. He 
was chained. It was dark. Apart from God, there was no way that Peter was 
going to get out. The church understood this well, and so it earnestly prayed to 
God for Peter.  

There are people who are metaphorically chained down and have little hope of 
escape apart from God. We the church need to pray earnestly for them. 

Because of the prayers of the church, I believe, an angel, a messenger of God 
comes to the place where Peter is imprisoned. A hopeful ray of light shines 
into cell, and the touch of God’s agent awakens him. At the word of the Lord 
through the angel, Peter’s chains fell off, and he was able to get dressed and 
walk past all the guards and walk straight out of the prison. The iron gate at 
the entrance of the prison opened up for Peter by itself. When Peter was 
without hope apart from God, God delivered Peter from his chains and his 
prison. 

Jesus’ ministry is all about setting people free. In Luke chapter 4, it says that  
 

[Jesus] went to the synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his custom. 
The synagogue assistant gave him the scroll from the prophet Isaiah. He 
unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

1 Acts 12:6-10 
2 



 because the Lord has anointed me. 
He has sent me to preach good news 

 to the poor, 
 to proclaim release to the prisoners 
 and recovery of sight to the blind, 
 to liberate the oppressed, 
 and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. 

 
Jesus saw himself on a Holy Spirit-empowered mission which includes 
“proclaim[ing] release to the prisoners” and “to liberate the oppressed.” 
There’s more to his ministry than that, but those things will wait for another 
day. 
 
I mentioned last week Charles Wesley’s hymn “O For A Thousand Tongues 
to Sing” (which was our opening hymn today). There he writes, “He breaks 
the power of canceled sin, he sets the prisoner free.” This isn’t some strange 
side part of the Christian story. This is central to Jesus’ understanding of his 
mission. It’s also central to the experience of many Christians throughout the 
ages. 
 
In what way did Jesus proclaim release to the prisoners and liberate the 
oppressed? How did Jesus do that when he walked on earth? We don’t know 
of Jesus literally releasing anyone from prison during his years of bodily 
ministry. So in what sense did he release prisoners? 
 
Well, it can be rather scandalous to the modern mind, but Jesus’ ministry was 
very focused on setting people free not from physical prisons but from what 
our baptismal covenant calls “the spiritual forces of wickedness.” Scripture 
usually calls these forces evil spirits, unclean spirits, or just demons.  
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That’s exactly how the situation is presented in the story from Luke 13. As in 
Luke chapter 4, Jesus is in a synagogue on the Sabbath and he’s teaching. 
We’re told that “there appeared a woman with a spirit that had crippled her for 
eighteen years. She was bent over and was quite unable to stand up straight.” 
 
Again, it’s not our usual worldview to think about evil spirits causing some 
illnesses or disabilities. At the very least, though, there is an important 
theological point here: God was not the cause of this woman’s ailment. It was 
not God’s will for this woman to be bent over for 18 years. Evil is the word 
that we use to describe “that which is against God’s will.”  2

 
Sometimes Christians blame God for things that aren't God's will-- things that 
God isn't actually doing. We can’t look at every ailment and say, “well, I 
guess it’s God’s will.” Does God bring good things out of bad? Absolutely. 
God is the master of that. As Paul says in Romans 8, “We know that God 
works all things together for good for the ones who love God, for those who 
are called according to his purpose.” But that doesn’t mean that God willed all 
the things that he works through. God works with reality as it is. 
 
Some illnesses and ailments, however, have a very clear origin in the physical 
created order. If you get hit by a truck, stuff in you breaks. It’s not that God 
doesn’t love you. It’s that God has made the universe to have matter that has 
inertia and momentum and to behave in orderly ways. 
 
In the case of this woman in Luke 13, there was apparently an evil being 
involved. Admitting that doesn’t bind us to say that all ailments are the work 
of evil beings. 
 
At the same time, there is another spiritual reality at work in this story of the 
woman who is set free. Just as this woman had been crippled by evil, so can 

2 See Ian McFarland, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0040573617731711 
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we be crippled by sin. Sin can trap us. Like a bear trap, it baits us, promising 
to fulfill us, but just as we begin to think ourselves satisfied, the trap snaps. 
We’re in pain and we can’t escape the clutches of the trap. The evil one has us 
in captivity, like Herod had Peter in captivity. We can’t escape by ourselves. 
We need to be set free.  
 
Being trapped by bad things isn’t at all uncommon. 
 
According to the Department of Health and Human Services, in 2017, nearly 
20 million Americans had substance abuse disorder-- that’s abusing alcohol or 
drugs. But drugs and alcohol are far from the only traps that we get caught in.  
 
It’s estimated that more than 2 million Americans meet the criteria for 
pathological gambling and at least another 4 million would be considered 
“problem gamblers.”   3

 
According to a 2016 study by the Barna research group, ⅓ of all Americans 
and 57% of young adults admit to seeking out pornography at least once a 
month,  and many much more frequently. Although there is not an official 4

psychiatric diagnosis for pornography addiction, “In 2014, a Cambridge 
University study found that pornography triggers brain activity in sex addicts 
in the same way drugs trigger drug addicts.”   5

 
I could continue, but you can see that if you begin to add these numbers 
together (conceding that there is certainly some overlap) you have a 
substantial percentage of the population who are chained down by some 
dangerous evil.  
 

3 https://www.ncpgambling.org/help-treatment/faq/  
4 https://shop.barna.com/products/porn-phenomenon  
5 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/men/thinking-man/scary-effects-pornography-21st-centurys-accute-addiction-rewiring
/  

5 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-28252612
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-28252612
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-28252612
https://www.ncpgambling.org/help-treatment/faq/
https://shop.barna.com/products/porn-phenomenon
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/men/thinking-man/scary-effects-pornography-21st-centurys-accute-addiction-rewiring/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/men/thinking-man/scary-effects-pornography-21st-centurys-accute-addiction-rewiring/


Here’s my point: lots and lots of people are bent over, if you will, by sin. They 
aren’t “upright.” When we do things that aren’t God’s will, they have a 
negative impact on our well-being. These things can wreak havoc on our lives 
and our relationships. And they keep us from the abundant life that Jesus 
offers to us. 
God is often seen as a spoil-sport, who doesn’t want you to have any fun. 
Could it be that God just doesn’t want you to get hurt? Could it be that God, 
our Creator, actually tends to know better than we do what is good for us and 
what harms us?  
 
And even if we “disagree” with God, God is the source of life-- the only 
source of life. Any time we turn away from the source of life by going against 
God’s will, we become a little less alive. Our created nature gets warped. 
 
Jesus doesn’t want to condemn us for this stuff. He wants to save us from it. 
He wants to give us freedom. We don’t condemn people for their participation 
in these things. We pray for them earnestly, like the church for Peter. We 
know they have little hope of getting themselves out. They need to be set free.  
 
Now to the actual How To Be Set Free part of the message. 
 
The Gospel says that, “When Jesus saw her, he called her over, and said, 
“Woman, you are set free from your ailment.” When he laid his hands on her, 
immediately she stood up straight and began praising God.” 
 
It’s amazing how quickly the woman’s participation in the scene passes by. 
Her participation isn’t the focus of the scene, but I hope that we can still learn 
from her as she responds to Jesus in a variety of ways. I see her doing 5 
things: 

1. She shows up where Jesus is and comes near to him 
2. She listens to Jesus’ words (“you are set free”) 
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3. She receives his touch 
4. She stood up straight 
5. She began praising God. 

 
1.  She shows up where Jesus is and comes near to him 
 
Luke 4 said that being at the synagogue on the sabbath was Jesus’ custom. 
Now, this woman, having been bent over for 18 years, had every reason to be 
offended at life and that God. Yet she has the faith to show up at a place of 
prayer. A place where Jesus had the custom of being.  
 
“When Jesus saw her, he called her over.” She comes near to Jesus to hear his 
word and receive his touch. 
 
How do we show up to where Jesus is today and draw close to him? This 
could be a sermon series in itself. 
 
We don’t see Jesus as vividly as we might like, but there are still a lot of 
places where Jesus meets us. I think the most obvious one is Holy 
communion. Jesus says “this is my body” and “this is my blood.” When we 
celebrate communion, Jesus is with us in the bread and the cup by his Spirit. If 
there was ever a Sunday to come to church it’s communion Sunday. 
 
Jesus says that the scriptures testify about him, so when we read the Bible 
seeking Jesus, we’re showing up where he is.  
 
These are the types of things that Methodists and other Christians call “means 
of grace.” They are activities in which Jesus is known to show up. They can 
be private acts of devotion, like bible reading, prayer, and fasting. Or they can 
be public, like communion or an accountability group. They can be also be 
outwardly focused: giving food to the hungry, visiting those who are sick, 
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working for justice for the poor. These are activities where Jesus has the 
custom of being.  
 
So if you want to be set free, a good first step is showing up in as many of 
these ways as possible.  
 
2. [The second thing that this woman does is that] She listens to Jesus’ words, 
“you are set free” 
 
Jesus declares her freedom before she experiences her freedom. I think of the 
words of the angel to Peter: “Quick, get up.” At those words, Peter’s chains 
fell off. He was free, but he didn’t look free. There were still 16 guards and an 
iron door in between him and walking upright outside the prison. 
 
The woman is still bent over, but at the word of Jesus, the chains that have 
kept her that way fall off. 
 
Jesus wants to speak words of freedom to you. If you’ve come to a place 
where he is and drawn close, all you need to do is listen. Don’t let the 
opportunity go to waste. 
 
3. She receives his touch 
 
Jesus will frequently lay hands on people to bring them healing. It’s like Jesus 
takes them by the hand and leads them out of the prison.  
 
Often when people are set free, they experience what can reasonably be 
termed “a touch from Jesus.” We can’t make this happen. All we can do is 
draw near to Jesus as often as possible, receive his word of freedom, and wait 
for his touch. 
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4. She stood up straight 
 
When Jesus has set the woman free and led her out of the prison, she still has 
to move her muscles to stand up straight. Peter still had to use his legs to walk 
out of the prison. 
 
This detail goes by so quickly in the story and yet it’s so critical. This is the 
painful part. This is the part where you begin to do what you couldn’t do. 
Again, as our baptismal covenant says, you accept the freedom and power 
God gives you to resist evil. You don’t bend back over. You don’t go back to 
those web sites, or those stores, or those toxic relationships, or those eating 
habits. You Stand. Up. Straight.  
 
5. She began praising God. 
 
There is only one response to being set free, and that is praise. You are under 
no illusions. You did not set yourself free. You were set free by the power of 
God in Jesus Christ. You praise God and you don’t care who sees it. You tell 
everyone you know about the salvation that Jesus brings. People might say, 
“Hey wait a second, none of that here.” Too bad! You just go on praising! 
 
(Celebrate Recovery) 
 
I was about 30 minutes into writing this sermon when I realized that I was 
trying to reinvent a Christian 12-step program called Celebrate recovery. I 
quickly became convicted that this is a ministry that we need to seriously 
consider being involved in as a church. There are 3 AA groups that meet here 
during the week. But Alcohol isn’t the only thing from which we need to be 
set free. Celebrate recovery sees itself as for anyone struggling against a hurts, 
habits, or hang-ups-- which sounds like pretty much everyone to me. We 
wouldn’t just provide space-- it could be a ministry of the church. 
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If you’re someone that Jesus has set free from something or that Jesus is 
setting free from something. Will you please send me an email or make an 
appointment with me? David at catonsvilleumc dot org. You’re not promising 
to do anything. But I need to know who you are. I need to be praying for you. 
And I won’t share anything you don’t give me explicit permission to share. 
 
Jesus is still proclaiming release to prisoners. He’s still liberating the 
oppressed. You too can be among those whom Jesus has set free. Come to 
where he is. Draw near. Hear his word. Receive his touch. Stand up straight. 
And praise him! Amen. 
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