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CAN'T SEE THE FOREST FOR THE TREES 

Luke 13:10-17 
 

 Today's scripture lesson from Luke reminds me of several expressions I 
like to use.  One is “Majoring in Minors.”  A second one is “Keeping The Main 
Thing The Main Thing.”  Still a third one is “Can't See The Forest For The Trees.”  
It's the last one that I want to focus on this morning. 
 A woman who was a middle school English teacher for fourteen years said 
she loved to teach her students about “Can't See The Forest For The Trees,” 
because it's a great example of an idiom.  This former teacher defines idioms as 
“expressions whose meanings cannot be understood by the words that comprise 
them.”  And then she says, “Confused?  Try teaching a lesson on idioms to a 
room full of 6th graders!” (Brooke Ackerman, “When You Can't See The Forest 
For The Trees,” The Kingdom Life Now, November 2015). 
 Another blog writer, Robert Tanner, has written about a childhood 
memory.  In his piece, “You Can't See The Forest For The Trees!”  Tanner 
speaks of  the saying this way:  “It means that we sometimes cannot see 
situations as they really are while we are in the midst of them.  In short, we lose 
our perspective when we are too heavily invested in a particular situation, 
approach, organization, etc.” (Robert Tanner, “You Can't See The Forest For The 
Trees!” Management Is A Journey).  
 Robert Tanner illustrates this idiom literally by speaking about a time when 
he was lost in a forest as a child at a summer camp.  Says the writer:  “It may 
have only been for a few hours, but, when you are lost and nine years old in a 
forest that is getting dark, a few hours seem[s] like a lifetime.”  He continues: 
 When I wandered off to explore a group of trees in the distance from the 
camp site, I, at first, enjoyed the freedom I gained.  I would soon feel differently 
as I unwisely kept walking further away from the group and into the trees.  While 
there, I enjoyed exploring the creeks, hiking over rocks, and climbing over fallen 
trees.  Everything was fine until I realized that I had been gone for a while.  My 
feeling of freedom turned to concern when I realized after some time that I was 
lost. 
 With each new attempt to find my way out of the forest, I was sure that I 
had found the right path to lead me back to the camp site.  I quickly learned that I 
wanted to get out of that forest so badly that I was convincing myself that I was 
on the right path.  In reality, I was just going in circles as I was seeing what I 
wanted to see—a way out of the forest. 
 Eventually, I accepted the truth.  I was really lost as I was coming back to 
the same place where there was a large boulder and a fallen tree that rested 
over a creek.  As I looked up at the top of the trees from the bottom of the forest, 
it looked and felt like a large space to explore without a door to get out.  My 



concern turned to panic when I realized that it was getting dark and the bus 
home would be leaving in a while. 
 I started to fear the worst.  I thought I would be eaten by some wild animal 
or be forever lost, never to see my family again.  (Remember, I was nine years 
old.)  I eventually found a side exit out of the forest.  As I ran as fast as I could to 
find my way back to the camp site, I remember looking back after a while at the 
forest and it looked completely different to me. 
 Instead of being a large space to explore, I saw the top of the trees and a 
large forest that went on for miles it seemed.  This large forest of trees now 
looked like a closed, impenetrable space....as I looked back, I remember I 
thought to myself:  No wonder I got lost! 
 Then Robert Tanner speaks about the larger implications of his 
experience.  “In Business And In Life,” he writes, “We sometimes cannot see the 
forest for the trees.  Sometimes to the detriment of ourselves and others, we can 
be too heavily invested in our way of doing things....we no longer see the bigger 
picture and we lose our perspective....we can only see the forest when we get 
out of the trees!” (Tanner). 
 That is a perfect way to introduce our lesson for the morning, “Jesus heals 
a crippled woman.”  As we will discover in this passage, it is the leader of the 
synagogue who can't see the forest for the trees. 
 Today's verses from Luke 13 begin with Jesus  
Teaching in the synagogue.    We learn that it is the Sabbath day, and a crippled 
woman passes by who has been bent over for eighteen years and unable to 
stand up.   In her commentary on this passage, one writer describes the plight of 
the bent-over woman, saying that her disability “...holds her captive to restricted 
movement.”  The woman is unable to look another person in the eye.  Her world 
is “...defined by the piece of ground around her own toes.”  The crippled woman 
is condemned to look at life “always on a slant” (Sharon Ringe, Luke, 
Westminster Bible Companion). 
  Quite unprompted, Jesus calls the woman over to him and says, 
"Woman, you are free from your ailment."  The text tells us that after Jesus lays 
his hands on her, the woman immediately stands up straight and begins praising 
God.  But in the face of all this good news, the president of the synagogue, Luke 
says, is indignant because Jesus has cured on the Sabbath.  He keeps repeating 
to the crowd this word:  "There are six days on which work ought to be done; 
come on those days and be cured, and not on the Sabbath Day."  The ruler is 
indirectly rebuking Jesus and the crowd of people who have obviously come for 
healing.  And yet the woman was never the one to approach Jesus and never 
asked anything of him. 
 In the next verse, Jesus chooses to reprimand the leader directly and 
says, "You Hypocrites!  Does not each of you on the Sabbath untie his ox or his 
donkey from the manger, and lead it away to give it water?"  Then Jesus turns 
his attention to the woman, "and ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham 
whom Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free from this bondage on the 
Sabbath Day?" 
 In his commentary on this passage, Fred Craddock writes that 



 The controversy plays on the words "bound" and "loose."  Jesus loosed the 
woman from the infirmity in which Satan had bound her.  If their law permitted the 
loosing of a bound (tethered) animal for watering on the Sabbath, should it not be 
permitted that this woman, not an animal but a freeborn daughter of Abraham, 
not tethered for a few hours but bound for eighteen years, be loosed from Satan's 
bond on the Sabbath? (Fred B. Craddock, Interpretation: Luke).    
 When Jesus puts it this way, no one can argue with his reasoning.  Luke 
closes the passage by saying that "All his opponents were put to shame," even 
as the crowd rejoices with the woman who has been healed. 
 In his writing about this story of healing, William Barclay says that "The 
President of the Synagogue and those like him were people who loved systems 
more than people.  In Christianity the individual comes before the system” 
(William Barclay, The Gospel of Luke).  Indeed, the Synagogue President does 
not understand what Jesus is speaking about, because he cannot see the forest 
for the trees. 
 When I was in college, I worked at a summer resort in New Hampshire.  
Periodically the co-owner of the business would line up all of us employees and 
say, "Just remember:   you are all expendable.  If you are gone today, there is 
someone else who can take your place tomorrow."  This woman never really 
understood that what she had was a gifted and dedicated group of workers who 
gave unstintingly of themselves.  I always had the idea that she and her husband 
thought of us as people who collected a paycheck and ate too much and played 
too much.  In fact, it was we employees who consistently made the proprietors 
look good.  My employer's speech reminds me of the rant by the Synagogue 
President.  They both loved their systems more than people.  Christianity is not a 
faith which loses the big picture, where you can't see the forest for the trees.  In 
our spiritual tradition, the individual comes first. 

In closing his assessment of today's lesson, Barclay says this: 
Jesus' action in this matter makes it clear that it is not God's will that any human 
being should suffer one moment longer than is absolutely necessary.  The 
Jewish law was that it was perfectly legal to help someone on the Sabbath who 
was in actual danger of his life.  If Jesus had postponed the healing of this 
woman until the morrow no one could have criticized him; but he insisted that 
suffering must not be allowed to continue until to-morrow if it could be helped to-
day (Barclay). 
 Finally, this scripture leads to you and to me.  In a sermon which she 
preached on this lesson, Kathryn Matthews finds the bent-over woman in many 
places in our society: 
 The bent-over woman is…in hospital waiting rooms, longing for healing…. 
 The bent-over woman is an African-American family trying to sell their 
house in a society marred by racism… 
 The bent-over woman is a young teenager struggling with the knowledge 
that he is somehow different…. 
Kathryn Matthews continues: 
 These are some of the ways people are bent over and pressed down.  But 
they're not the only ones.  There are people who are weighed down and bent 



over by loneliness, grief, worry, anxiety, and doubt (Rev. Kathryn M. Matthews, 
"Healing Reign," Sermon Seeds, UCC.org).  
 As I read the story of the healing of the bent-over woman on the Sabbath, 
I have to believe that at some point its message has to touch each one of us.  
Whether we come to Jesus or not, you and I still hunger to be healed of those 
wounded places, those parts of ourselves that are not whole. 
 The action Jesus took on that Sabbath day long ago flew in the face of 
established religion.  He incurred the wrath of the Synagogue leader and 
officialdom because he gave a bent-over woman his first priority.  He reminded 
all of the people around him that a person--and not an unworkable law on the 
books--always takes precedence. 

I close with a story about a treasure.  Gary Smalley is a best-selling author 
and a popular speaker on human relationships. In one of his seminars,  
He pulls out an old violin. It's obviously an antique, and it's obviously in need of 
repair…and it doesn't look like it could be worth much at all.  In fact, it really looks 
like a piece of junk.  He holds it up high for all to see…and then he says, "Do you 
have any idea how much this violin is worth?  This may surprise you, but it's 
actually worth 800,000 to a million dollars…because if you look through the 
opening on the face of the violin, you can see inside some very special words: 
"1722…Stradivarius"…and when he says that, the audience goes "Ahhhh!"  And 
then he says:  "If you will honor other people like that, it will change your life.  It's 
the greatest relationship principle I know of.  Watch your attitudes and feelings 
change as you become skilled at honoring those around you…I want you to go 
home and write on the forehead of your mate the word "Stradivarius"…write on 
the foreheads of your children "Stradivarius"…because they are much more 
valuable than any violin (Dr. James Moore). 
 And the same goes for a bent-over woman! 
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