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I have never been really paralyzed. At times I have been a little, momentarily paralyzed. I remember getting the wind knocked out of me and I could not breathe for a few moments playing high school football. Another time in football I was tackled pretty hard and I did not move for a few moments because I felt too much shock and pain. When that went away, I slowly got up.

I guess we can get paralyzed in other ways. I have some fear of tall cliffs and big heights. When standing at the top of Half Dome in Yosemite once I felt paralyzed by that fear when I tried to look out over the edge and straight down some 2000 feet. I could not move closer to the edge. I remember being in college and got paralyzed by the thought of rejection when I saw a cute coed that I wanted to get to know. I finally got up the courage to go and talk to her. The only real physical paralysis I have experienced is on occasion walking up and my arms would not work. They had become numb because of the way the rest of my body had slept on them. It took a few moments until the feeling came back. Have some of you felt that before? Not a nice feeling.

I would not like to be paralyzed. It must be very hard for some of you who are paralyzed in some way. I am amazed at how well you do with your situations. I thank the Lord for your faithful witness.
There was a man completely paralyzed and feeling helpless that met Jesus in Matthew 9. He had some very good friends who took care of him. Let’s listen to what happens. 1Jesus stepped into a boat, crossed over and came to His own town. 2Some men brought to Him a paralytic, lying on a mat.
Let’s stop here for a moment. I have so many questions about this incident. Don’t you? Who was this paralyzed man? How did he get paralyzed? How long was he paralyzed? How did he find such good friends willing to do so much for him? The truth is that we don’t know the answers to any of these questions.

What do we know? We know he was paralyzed and that he had good friends. Those friends amaze me with their bold faith in Jesus. Nothing stopped them from getting this man to Jesus. In his Gospel’s account of this incident, Mark tells us more facts (Mark 2:1-12). Four men each picked up a corner of this man’s bed mat to carry him to Jesus. They may have carried him some distance because they came late. Jesus was already preaching and teaching inside a house in Capernaum. A huge crowd gathered filling the house and spilling well outside the doors and windows. The men saw no way through the crowd to bring their friend to Jesus. Men with clear purpose find ways to get things done, so they lifted their friend up onto the roof of the house. Then they began lifting off roof tiles, tearing away the clay filling and making a hole between the ceiling beams. Finally, they carefully lowered their friend down on ropes keeping him level to rest right in front of Jesus. They overcame every obstacle to get their friend to Jesus. Those were amazing friends.

Now this sort of demolition would not go unnoticed. Their noise and commotion began to drown out Jesus’ teaching as dust and debris rained down. Could you imagine what the owner of that house felt watching a hole grow large in his roof? I am sure he became rather angry, yelling up to the men to stop, trying to keep his house together. He wondered who would pay for this destructive violation of his property. Jesus had a different reaction. He stopped talking and stared in amazement at their courageous efforts. He did not seem to get annoyed by this interruption. The longer it took, the more He watched in joy because of the men’s faithfulness to their friend.

I love to have friends like that who stop at nothing to help me. This makes me wonder, am I a friend like that? I know Jesus can help many of my friends, family and neighbors. Would I tear a roof apart to get them to Jesus? Do I care enough about them to suffer the effort and to pay the consequences to get them to Jesus? What about this church? Would we expend such efforts for those around us to get them to Jesus? If they come here, are we willing to give up our preferred seats, knock out a few walls and become uncomfortable so that others could get up close to Jesus? This is the first great truth of this passage for us today. Stop a minute and truly ask yourself, “Are we willing to overcome any obstacle to bring friends, families and neighbors to Jesus for healing and forgiveness?”

After these men shocked the crowd and amazed Jesus, Jesus does something that shocked the crowd and amazed the men. Verse 2, When Jesus saw their faith, He said to the paralytic, “Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven.” What do you think the men on the roof, who went to all that trouble to get that man to Jesus for healing, thought when they heard Jesus say that? I am sure the crowd was just as mystified. By then, they had seen Jesus heal many people and expected Him to do so again. Why would Jesus talk about forgiveness when the man was paralyzed? How could a paralyzed man commit any wrong that needed forgiveness? Why didn’t Jesus just heal him?
A good doctor does not merely try to heal the presenting, surface symptoms, but looks through them to figure out the real cause of the suffering. You know that paralysis is often a sickness of the nervous system. Sometimes paralysis can be caused by great stress, a psychosomatic reaction to guilt. Healing would then need to occur by the removal of guilt through the process of forgiveness.
Jesus is our Great Physician who sees beyond the surface symptoms to our real need. Our human physical problems, as well as our emotional, social, mental and economic ones, all derive from a deeper problem. We have been cut off from God by refusing to follow Him. He created us to live with Him in a life of harmony, order and abundance. We lived in Paradise. We humans messed that up when we tried to live without God. Without God at the center of our lives, families, communities and nations, we get out of balance and into trouble. What we call sin, which is spelled with a little ‘s’, huge ‘I’ and then a little ‘n’, is actually living without a center. We make our ‘I’ the god of our lives. There is a huge whole in our being that cannot be filled by anything else. This huge void leaves us without clear direction, purpose and fulfillment in our lives. We try to fill it ourselves with almost anything that seems good. However, that hole at the center of our lives can only be filled by God. Without God we fall into sickness physically, derangement mentally, depression emotionally, brokenness in our relationships, and enslavement to serving false gods morally. Sin is the root of all our problems and the source of the ultimate sickness of death. Without God in our lives, we are dying and we will die. In fact, without God we are already dead in spirit, and dying in our physical body.
Jesus sees our real need where we only see the surface problems. Jesus saw this man’s need for forgiveness. He saw this man’s need for God at the center of his life. And Jesus is uniquely able to give this man the deeper healing he needs. Jesus’ true ministry involves healing of the spirit, so then healing of the body, mind, and heart can occur. If you only heal a person physically without spiritual healing, the person will get sick again. We need an eternal healing that is far greater than a temporal one. Keep that in mind as you pray for your family and friends. We spend most of our time praying for physical healing for them. I suggest we spend far more time praying for spiritual healing in Christ.
The Bible proclaims this message of our need for spiritual healing. We read in Psalm 32:1-5, “Blessed is he whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. Blessed is the man whose sin the LORD does not count against him and in whose spirit is no deceit. When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night Your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer. Then I acknowledged my sin to You and did not cover up my iniquity. I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the LORD”— and You forgave the guilt of my sin.” When we don’t seek God’s healing forgiveness, we waste away and our strength and drive to live leaves us. When we confess our sins – our need for God to forgive and heal us - health and strength returns to us.

Some men sat there who should have known this, and it seems they did. 3At this, some of the teachers of the law said to themselves, “This fellow is blaspheming!” Some scribes, teachers of the law, sat there and caught the import of what Jesus said. They understood the deeper spiritual need of this man and all humans. But they did not understand why Jesus was the one to be the Forgiver. They knew this man needed God’s forgiveness, but how could Jesus give that forgiveness for God? If I sin against God by misusing His name, can you forgive me for that? No, only God can forgive me. Think of it this way. Let’s say I borrow your car to take it for a ride and get into a bad accident that totals your car. I come back and tell you I wrecked your car. But before you can say anything, someone else looks at me and says, “Don’t worry about it. I forgive you.” You look at that person and say, “Hold on! I am the only one who can forgive him. It was my car not yours.” See how it works. Only the one who has been wronged can give forgiveness or not. These scribes had enough Bible wisdom to know the man needed forgiveness, but only God could forgive him. So when Jesus tells the man he is forgiven for sinning against God, these scribes are furious. They think Jesus is blaspheming, meaning taking God’s place, being God. Notice, they just think that, but don’t say it out loud.
I find it fascinating that in the very next moment, Jesus demonstrated He was God-among-us to them. He reads their minds. He knows what they are thinking. I bet that startled those scribes. 4Knowing their thoughts, Jesus said, “Why do you entertain evil thoughts in your hearts?” They thought Jesus spoke evil. Jesus tells them they think evil. They don’t have the facts straight. They jumped to a false conclusion. They, not Jesus, blasphemy! They dare to condemn the Son of God. Where had they been over the last few weeks of Jesus’ ministry? Jesus demonstrated His authority many times daily, openly, for all to see. Jesus’ miracles of healing, casting out demons and calming nature’s storms all give testimony to His greater status as God-among-us. Who can forgive sins? Jesus can because He is God-in-the-flesh. Jesus is God represented and visible to us. He came to us to say “You are forgiven.” He came from God the Father to forgive us.
As much as Jesus disliked what these teachers said, notice He still is patient with them. He will, once again, for the sake of this paralyzed man and his friends, and for the sake of all that seek the truth, show that He is the Lord and Savior. He said, 5Which is easier: to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up and walk’? 6But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins...” Then He said to the paralytic, “Get up, take your mat and go home.” 7And the man got up and went home.
Jesus demonstrated His authority to forgive by healing the man. Think about it. Which was the harder healing; healing the spirit or the body? Which was harder for Jesus? To heal this man of his physical paralysis, all Jesus had to do was speak a few words to tell him to get up and walk home. To heal this man of his spiritual paralysis, Jesus had to die for this man. One moment was all that was needed for a miracle of physical healing. A lifetime change was needed for the transformation of spiritual healing. It is much harder to heal spiritually. Only Jesus can do it. To heal us spiritually means to remove the mortal illness of sin within us; to take the cause of that mortality away. To take away our sins means Jesus has to perform a radical transplant surgery for us. Now some transplants can be done without dying. We almost all have an extra kidney we could give away to save someone else’s life. Most of us could give away some bone marrow in a transplant to save someone else. But most transplants mean someone must have died to give that organ; heart, liver or lung transplants for instance. Jesus has to give us His righteousness – meaning His always doing right, which only Jesus did – in place of our sin – all those times we have done wrong. To take away our sins and transplant us with healthy right life meant Jesus had to die for us on the cross. He took our sins and sin lives and gave us His right life.
Do you see now why only Jesus could say to the paralyzed man, “your sins are forgiven”? The moment Jesus forgave this man, Jesus knew He had to die for him. Jesus said, the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins... Why? Because Jesus came to die for us to forgive our sins and put right back into our lives so He will make us right again with God. The great news is that He also rose again after doing that for us. He died so that our sins died in His righteousness. He rises again so that we rise up with Him to God. He sets us free in His great mercy and grace. Physical healing then follows. Jesus freed this man from his guilt before God by forgiving and then healed him from the physical paralysis. Now the man could get up, take up his mat and go home to live a new life. He was no longer paralyzed physically or spiritually. He could live life again – born again and born anew.
8When the crowd saw this, they were filled with awe; and they praised God, who had given such authority to men. Jesus demonstrated His authority to forgive by the sign of this miraculous healing. Note that the crowd praised God for giving this authority to ‘men’ plural, not the Man Jesus singular. Jesus is the Forgiver, make no mistake about that. In many ways we need the forgiveness that only Jesus can bring. But before I speak more about that, realize also that those who speak of Jesus can also forgive. Authority to forgive has been given by Jesus to us who follow Him, because we can forgive in Jesus’ name and authority.
We need Jesus’ forgiveness to overcome the paralysis of our lives. In many ways we are paralyzed by our guilt or anger and revenge seeking. They keep us from being able to concentrate on our work. We keep returning to our brokenness or keep stewing over the wrongs others have done us instead of getting on with what we need to do in this life. Our guilt and anger cause a paralysis of our communications with others and with God. We won’t talk to loved ones because we are afraid of their rejection or we are so upset with them. This leads to the paralysis of our relationships. Marriages fail due to our guilt and anger. Families and friendships fail due to them too. No one takes a step to be reconciled. We sit still and unmoving in our regret and doubt or in our fury and rage. Paralysis grips our lives as we no longer attend church because someone did something there we thought wronged us. I am constantly amazed how some people who have many, many wonderful relationships with brothers and sisters in a church family, will give those all up because one person or a few persons did something that they thought hurt them. Instead of seeking to be reconciled, they run away from the church and lose all those good relationships they had known for years. And churches become paralyzed when they take sides against each other. Their divisions keep them from doing the Lord’s work of offering grace, truth and love to each other. Their fights cause greater grief and cause many neighbors to not want to attend that church. Guilt and anger paralyze us far too much in this world.
The antidote for all that paralysis is grace giving forgiveness in our lives. A church filled with Jesus is a church filled with grace that forgives and offers healing to others. A church filled with Jesus has His authority to forgive each other just as He forgave us.
How can we set others free with grace? With so many around us paralyzed in guilt, fear, anger and revenge, Jesus calls us to be like those courageous friends who brought the paralyzed man to Him. Through their faith in Jesus, forgiveness and healing came to this man. We don’t know if the man himself had faith or in any way displayed any personal merit to being forgiven and healed. We do know he has some pretty amazing, faith-filled friends. Don’t underestimate the power of your faith to bring people to Jesus, because Jesus loves to work through our faith! We share the Gospel of God’s grace that leads to people being forgiven in Jesus here at COV. We have been freed from sin to be freed for Jesus and His greater life. So now, we can go out as Jesus’ representatives to offer that grace to others.
Here are 3 questions for you to think and pray about this week:

1. Are we willing to overcome obstacles to bring friends to Jesus for healing and forgiveness?

2. Do we look for the deeper needs of others instead of trying to solve the easier surface problem?

3. How can we learn to set others free with grace both within and outside our church family?
Cover Quote:

Grace Gets Us Moving

When we preach and grant, in Jesus’ name, the forgiveness of sins we are enabling persons to move. Nothing is, in fact, more mobilizing than forgiveness. We know this from personal experience. Nothing moves us like assurance that we are fully pardoned by God. Every Christian community is eager to be alive and on the move; let the (church) community not forget in her arsenal of renewal the simple power of forgiveness of sins present in sermon and sacrament. It is a frequent error to believe that the message of forgiveness is only for unbelievers. But this is too limited. The gospel of forgiveness is also - weekly, daily - for believers too.

by Frederick Dale Bruner in The Christbook, pg. 333
