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“My Aching Back” 

 
READING: Luke 11:41-46 – “Woe to you Pharisees, because you love the most important seats 
in the synagogue and greetings in the marketplace.  Woe to you because you are like 
unmarked graves, which men walk over without knowing it.”  One of the experts in the law 
answered him, “Teacher, when you say these things, you insult us also.”  Jesus replied, “And 
you experts in the law, woe to you, because you load people down with burdens they can 
hardly carry, and you yourselves will not lift a finger to help them.” 
 
I hurt my back two weeks ago in my sleep!  We were in Grand Rapids, Michigan, for the 
wedding of my niece Michelle.  My back was fine when we went to bed on Friday night, and 
when I awoke Saturday morning, my lower back was all out of whack.  I think I may have 
inadvertently slept on my stomach for a time.  That always causes me trouble.  At any rate, I 
have had a sore back ever since.  I keep thinking it’ll get back to normal but so far it has 
persisted.  I doesn’t keep me from being productive, but it surely affects everything I do.  If 
you’ve ever experienced a back issue, you know just what I mean. 
 
In our text for today Jesus accused the Pharisees and the experts in the law of giving serious 
back aches to the Jewish people they purport to serve.  He doesn’t use those words exactly, 
but he says that these religious leaders “load people down with burdens they can hardly 
carry.”  He’s referring to all the laws and regulations they had dreamt up through the years 
that their hyper-religiosity required of the common, ordinary Jew. 
 
You see, these men were consumed with the need to “keep the law” because they believed it 
was by their perfection, or their pursuit of perfection, that they made themselves acceptable 
to God.  That meant that as they studied the various laws of the Torah they felt the need to 
flesh these out with the formula for keeping these laws fully.  For instance the laws governing 
the Sabbath Day: they felt the need to delineate the meaning of “work”.  So they devised a 
definition that got so complicated that the Pharisees felt the right to criticize Jesus and his 
disciples when they plucked heads of wheat as they walked through a field on the Sabbath.  
As the disciples shucked the kernels from the chaff and ate the grain, the Pharisees accused 
them of “harvesting on the Sabbath”.  There was a regulation that required people to pull 
their fabric from a dye vat before the Sabbath started otherwise the household was 
“working” on the Sabbath.  They even criticized Jesus for healing people on the Sabbath even 
though such a gift of grace glorified God in a special way. 
 
And it wasn’t just the regulations regarding the keeping of the Sabbath that burdened the 
people.  The Pharisees and teachers of the law had parsed the laws of Torah in hundreds of 
different ways: in family relations, in sacrificial requirements, in alms-giving, in child rearing, 
in commerce and trade.  They were so zealous for the law that they made the Torah 
burdensome and oppressive.  What God had given to Israel as a treasure and a gift they had 



turned into something that was worrisome, self-defeating, and joyless.  Serving God became 
something complicated and forced. 
 
There are plenty of Christian teachers and denominations that do the same thing today.  They 
espouse a law-oriented view of the faith that emphasizes your good works and the need to 
“make yourself right with God.”  While the law has it’s uses, it was never seen by God as the 
means by which his people would gain salvation.  That was not possible for sinful mankind to 
achieve.  Always Israel was called to repentance and to faith.  It was faith that saved 
Abraham, faith that brought forgiveness to David when he fell, faith that kept Daniel from 
the lions’ teeth, and faith that was required of the people of Jesus’ day.  When the Pharisees 
and teachers of the law continued to pile requirements and regulations on the backs of the 
common folks, they were sending those people down the wrong path.  And, in our day, the 
same is true of those who emphasize the law over the Gospel. 
 
A law oriented approach leads to one of two outcomes: either a sense of self-righteousness 
that sees no real need to repent or for a savior, or a sense of despair that fears God and 
distrusts his mercy.  On either path love for God and a longing for Jesus are not possible.  
That’s what Jesus is upbraiding the Pharisees and law experts about in our lesson.  They have 
this attitude of self-righteousness epitomized by the Pharisee in Jesus’ parable who thanked 
God he was not like all the other people around him, especially the tax collector.  Then there 
were all those who found the Pharisees’ requirements as beyond them and felt utterly 
unworthy of God’s love.  Worse they could only think of God as their tormentor and judge.  
Either way most of them found themselves far from God. 
 
Therefore, we rejoice that Jesus has taken from us the penalty and sting of the law by 
keeping the law perfectly and then offering himself as the perfect sacrifice for us.  And having 
found salvation in him we rightly ask, “Then how shall I live?”  The law then becomes our 
guide for living thankful lives in service to God because he loves us, and we love him.  The 
burdens are lifted.  The backs are eased.  And the pain of condemnation taken away.  Now if 
only this old back of mine would stop pestering me!  Oh well, one thing at a time.  Amen. 
 
PRAYER: 
 
ANNOUNCEMENT(S): 

1) GOLDEN SAINTS HALLOWEEN PARTY:  On Thursday, October 27, at about noon, the 
Caring Team is going to throw a Halloween Party for anyone past 50 or so.  The food, 
beverages, and table service will be provided.  There will be strange brews and 
devilish dishes to enjoy.  There’ll be some games, some prizes, and some table favors, 
too.  Sign up outside the office or call Karen.   Join us for wonderful food, good 
fellowship, and some ghoulish fun.  By the way, please wear some kind of costume or 
at the very least a mask.  We can all be kids at heart that day! 


