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Going on from that place, He went into their synagogue, 
and a man with a shriveled hand was there. Looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, they asked Him, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sab​bath?”



He said to them, “If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will you not take hold of it and lift it out? 
How much more valuable is a man than a sheep! Therefore it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.”



Then He said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” So he stretched it out and it was completely restored, just as sound as the other. 
But the Pharisees went out and plotted how they might kill Jesus.



Aware of this, Jesus withdrew from that place. Many fol​lowed Him, and He healed all their sick, 
warning them not to tell who He was. 
This was to fulfill what was spoken through the pro​phet Isaiah: 
“Here is My Servant whom I have chosen, the One I love, in whom I delight; I will put My Spirit on Him, and He will pro​claim justice to the nations. 
He will not quarrel or cry out; no one will hear His voice in the streets. 
A bruised reed He will not break, and a smoldering wick He will not snuff out, till He leads justice to victory. 
In His name the nations will put their hope.”


I knew a man once who wore a sock on his hand.  He never took the sock off his hand in public.  Surely there was something wrong with his hand, but I never knew what was wrong with it.  He never talked about it, and no one dared ask him why he wore a sock on his hand.  Perhaps his hand was withered, or burned, or missing a finger.  All I remember about him was that he had a sock on his hand, which sort of advertised to the world that there was something wrong with his hand, whatever it might be.


This man Jesus healed did not wear a sock on his hand.  His withered hand was out there for all the world to see.  Perhaps he had been born with a withered hand, or his hand for some reason never fully deve​loped, or perhaps there was some disease which had so affected his hand that it was described as “withered.”  Either way, the man was barely em​ployable.  He would only do half a job since he only had one hand; and really, he would be able to do less than half the work a man with two good hands could do.  Most likely, the man was mostly unemployed, forced to beg because of his withered hand.


The man with the withered hand is a good picture of our capabilities in spiritual matters.  We tend to think that we are much more like Samson, the man blessed by God with awesome strength, who could pick up the gates of a city are carry them to the next hill, who could kill a thousand Philistines with the jawbone of a donkey.  In other words, we tend to think that in spiritual things, we can do all things.  We are much like Peter, so proud of ourselves that we can even give advice to Jesus!  No, we are much more like the man with the withered hand.


So we cloak our inability in spiritual matters by putting a sock over our withered hand.  We will hide the fact that we are not capable of doing what God asks us to do perfectly, as He asks us to do it.  The sock will hide our inability, and conceal it from everyone’s view.  That’s what we think, but the sock only calls attention all the more to our inability.  The sock is our favorite excuse, whatever it may be.  “I’m trying hard.”  “Everyone else is doing it.”  “At least I meant well.”


“I believe that I cannot by my own thinking or choosing believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or come to Him.”  But the Lord Jesus has healed my withered hand, and thrown away the sock I used to cover it up.  He has healed me with His wonderful gift of forgiveness for my sins.  Whereas I had a withered hand, really a withered heart and soul, and could not do what God demands that I do, Jesus came with a perfectly clean heart and soul and perfectly fulfilled every requirement of the Law for me.  Then Jesus took the guilt of all my sins, also the guilt of all my excuses and socks, and paid the penalty for them all on Mt. Calvary, suffering crucifixion in payment for my sins.  In that way He provides payment for my sins, that is, forgiveness for my sins.  They are not held against me any more.  No longer need I wear a sock to cover them up.


Jesus healed the man with the withered hand, but the Pharisees saw in that only another reason to plot to kill Jesus.  They were definitely of the circumcision group Paul speaks about in our Second Scripture Reading.  They were the ones who did not want Jesus’ forgiveness.  No, they preferred to earn their own way.  They were blindly unaware that their hands were crippled and withered and incapable of doing what God requires.  No, they thought they were fully capable, and even more than capable, of doing all that God requires.  They were so good themselves that they had no need for Jesus.


They were very much like Samson, who became so very proud of his own strength, as if it were something he had acquired for himself, instead of something given to him by God for a special purpose.  Samson used his strength for his own advantage, to take revenge for himself, to support his boasting and bragging about himself.  When he became completely proud and puffed up with himself, then God removed his strength, and he was captured by his enemies, who immediately put out his eyes and made him a slave.  Only at the end of his life did he learn enough humility to pray one last time, so that he could humbly do what God had sent him to do.


Similarly, Peter was filled with pride in himself.  He was one of Jesus’ twelve special disciples!  He was one of the inner circle of three of Jesus’ special disciples!  He was the spokesman of the disciples, not a position awarded to him because of the wisdom of what he said, but a position claimed by him because he talked faster than any of the other disciples.  Rarely did he say the right thing, but he was very quick to say the wrong thing.


The conversation we heard about in our Gospel reading took place right after Peter’s great confession of faith in Jesus, one of the few times when Peter said the right thing.  He said that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of the living God.  Even though Jesus was obviously a human being, Peter confessed the less obvious truth that Jesus is fully God, equal to the Father.  Jesus commended Peter for that confession, for Jesus’ Church is built on the fact that Jesus is both man and God, fully capable of being our Savior.


Jesus then went on to tell His disciples one more time what was going to happen soon.  They were already on their way to Jerusalem.  There Jesus would be arrested, found guilty, and crucified.  Peter was horrified.  This could not happen to his Master!  He would not let it happen!  Feeling Samson-like thoughts, Peter boldly and brashly says: “Never, Lord! This shall never happened to You!”  I won’t let it happen!  I’ll defend You!  They’ll have to get over my dead body to do this to You.  I feel like I have the strength of Samson, and I’ll defend You!  Of course, what Peter is feeling is not the strength of Samson, but the boasting of Samson.  When the time of decision came, Peter struck with a sword, but missed his goal.  Soon, he and the rest of the disciples were fleeing from Jesus, their defense of Jesus being very short-lived.


The evangelist Matthew quotes a section from the prophet Isaiah to show us what Jesus is like.  It is significant that the section Matthew quotes from Isaiah is from the second half of the prophet Isaiah, a section many self-proclaimed Bible scholars insist Isaiah didn’t write.  Matthew begs to differ.  The section describes Jesus, but not in terms of Samson.  Samson had great strength and did things not otherwise humanly possible.  Jesus has all strength, all power, and can do all things.  He walked on top of water, He calmed the storm, He healed the withered hand.  But Isaiah does not de​scribe Jesus as having such great strength.  Rather, he describes Jesus as having great gentleness.  Here’s the section again:


“Here is My Servant whom I have chosen, the One I love, in whom I delight; I will put My Spirit on Him, and He will pro​claim justice to the nations. He will not quarrel or cry out; no one will hear His voice in the streets. A bruised reed He will not break, and a smol​dering wick He will not snuff out, till He leads justice to victory. In His name the nations will put their hope.”


The Father is speaking, and describes Jesus as His Servant, on whom He has also put the Holy Spirit.  He does “not quarrel or cry out,” some​thing Samson was very good at, stirring up all kinds of trouble with the Philistines.  Note especially that our gentle Savior does not break a bruised reed.  A reed is not much more than a large piece of grass growing long and straight.  But this time of year it is drying out and crumbling into dust.  This particular reed has already been bruised, weakened in some way, and is ready to break.  But the gentle Savior does not break the bruised reed, but instead strengthens it.


You see, Isaiah is talking about us.  We are like a bruised reed.  We are weak and insubstantial like a reed.  All we need to become aware of that is to get knocked down by the troubles of life, so that we can see how weak and un-Samson-like we really are.  Then we feel that nothing will prevent us from being completely broken.  But our gentle Savior does not let us break.  No, He instead strengthens us with His love and care and concern and forgiveness.  He strengthens us with His reality check that this here and now is the temporary way of life in preparation for heaven, the eternal way of life.


Again, Isaiah tells us that our gentle Savior does not snuff out a smoldering wick.  I picture a candle flame which is being blown by the wind.  The wind constantly threatens to blow the candle out completely.  That’s the smoldering wick.  But Jesus does not let that wick be completely snuffed out, but protects the flame so that it can burn brightly.


We, my friends, are the smoldering wick.  Again, when we’re feeling our oats and feeling as strong as Samson, as boastful as Peter, we certainly don’t realize that we are a smoldering wick.  But when the storms of life have beat against us for a while, when we become aware of some​thing called age, when our hands and feet and eyes and ears become withered, then we realize that we are indeed smoldering.  Jesus does not snuff us out, but protects us and quiets things so that we can flame up.  Even then, He tells us, “Let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.” Mt5v16.

Yes, our hands our withered, we are incapable.  But our wonderful Savior has strong hands and a loving heart to help us.  Amen.
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