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Mixed messages
Last week we began a study of Mark’s gospel, which will take us through Easter.
When I reviewed my files, I was surprised to realize that in my 27 years at Corinth I have
never preached on Mark 2:1-12. I did find a sermon on Luke’s version of this story, but
it was more than twenty years ago. Maybe I skipped this story because it is so familiar.
To set the stage, let’s review chapter 1. Mark begins with a “Wake up!” call.
John preaches “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” No business as
usual! John baptizes Jesus, and the Spirit sends Jesus into the wilderness for 40 days.
After his test, Jesus begins to preach. Mark only gives us a brief summary of his
message. Jesus’ key points are (1) The good news is that God’s kingdom is breaking into
history right now, and (2) To be a part of it, you must repent and believe.
Jesus then calls four fishermen as his first
disciples. He begins a dramatic public ministry of
casting out demons, healing diseases, and teaching in
the synagogues throughout the region. His base of
operations is Capernaum, a town on the north shore of
the Sea of Galilee that sat at the border between
kingdoms ruled by two of the sons of Herod the Great –
Philip to the east and Herod Antipas to the west. It was a small town by our standards,
but a crossroads politically, geographically, and commercially. One notable miracle
Mark records in Capernaum is the healing of Simon Peter’s mother-in-law.
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In chapter 1, Jesus sends seemingly mixed
messages about his desire of notoriety. On the one
hand, he keeps performing miracles and teaching in
the synagogues. Amazed by his spiritual authority,
Jesus rapidly gains celebrity status. On the other
hand, he demands that demons not reveal his
identity, and even tells some who have been healed not keep it quiet. If he really wants
anonymity, it doesn’t work. Even when Jesus retreats to normally isolated places,
people notice him. Galilee is mostly rolling hills and farms, and it would be hard to hide.
Jesus has also been noticed by the religious authorities. They are of several
types. Priests in Jerusalem, Pharisees everywhere, synagogue rulers in local worship
centers. Rabbis teach their disciples the Torah, and scribes copying the Scriptures.
When people want to know what the Bible says, they ask these “teachers of the law.”
As Jesus bursts on to the scene, all these groups pay attention.
A hole in the roof
As chapter 2 opens, Jesus heads back to Capernaum. Word travels quickly that
he is “at home.” More than likely, that means Peter’s home. In this tightly compacted
community, not only the house fills up with people anxious to hear him, but the
courtyard and the nearby streets are crowded as well. Jesus “preaches the word,” but
Mark doesn’t give any of the content of his sermon.
Two aspects of this next miracle cause it to stand out from the many Jesus
performed. The first is a hole in the roof.
At the center of the story is a man described as “a paralytic.” That word almost
mimics the sound of the Greek word, “paralutikos.” But don’t go immediately to our
modern definition of paralyzed. This word comes from two Greek words meaning “to
loosen” and “alongside.” In other words, literally it means he was weakened on the
side. He may have had a stroke. He may have become paralyzed from the waist down
as the result of an accident. He may have been a quadriplegic. He may have had
cerebral palsy. He may have had advanced Parkinson’s Disease. The bottom line is he
suffered from irreversible neurological damage and couldn’t walk.
Pause and imagine with me what his life was like. His extreme disability would
have created so many more barriers even than disabled people in our world face.
Imagine no social safety net, no Medicaid, no hospitals, no nursing homes, no adult
diapers, no wheelchairs, no ADA-mandated accessibility or opportunities.
All this would have meant forced isolation. I wonder if the fact that he had at
least four friends means that his disability was recent. It seems to me that if he had
been born severely disabled he might not have lived to adulthood and if he did, he
might have had only family, maybe his mother and a sister, who cared anything about
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him. But if he had once been a fun, active child, then a teen, and even a young adult,
with lots of friends, and especially if his handicap was recent, one could easily see why
he still had passionate and determined friends who cared.
But here’s something else. In his culture especially, and to a certain extent it
seems in every culture and place, a certain amount of blame and guilt accompanied
severe disability. “What did I deserve to do this?” he would ask. Maybe even he broke
his back or his neck out of reckless regard for safety. Maybe he was doing something
stupid or illegal. Even if he was born paralyzed, the same question would have been
asked about him that his disciples asked about a blind man in John 9: “Who sinned?”
This particular miracle is so memorable because the paralytic is brought to Jesus
by four creative, persistent friends. He’s totally dependent on them. He may not have
thought himself worthy. He may have objected, “Don’t waste your time. That famous
preacher-healer probably won’t care about the likes of me. Even if he did, he probably
can’t do anything anyway.”
Those feelings only intensified as the small band grew closer to the little town.
Not only the house, but the narrow streets of Capernaum were jammed. It’s one thing
if you’re an individual trying to squeeze through a mob. Four men carrying a stretcher
was nigh impossible. Jesus was already preaching to a rapt throng.
What to do? Somebody had an idea. With the homes so closely compacted,
they could get to the spot across the rooftops. Still, even directly above Jesus they
might as well have been on the other shore of Galilee. Instead of being separated by
waves, they were separated by a thick layer of dried mud atop brush supported by large
wooden beams. Most people would have given up. Assuming the paralytic could talk,
he likely insisted. “Let it go! It must be God’s will. My paralysis is punishment. I knew
it all along. Why did you even bring me here?”
Then one of the four said, “Let’s dig through the roof.” Soon four friends were
doing just that – with their hands, with rocks, with branches, with whatever. One can
only imagine what was happening below as the gathered crowd first heard the sound of
digging, then dust began to crumble on them, followed by larger and larger chunks of
hardened soil and dried leaves and branches. Whether it was Peter’s home or someone
else’s, surely the homeowner started yelling, “Hey, you’re ruining my house!”
That must have made the paralytic even more disgraced. Now he’s the cause of
property damage that he’ll never be able to repair. People used to ignore him; now
they’re going to despise him. What will this famous teacher say to him about disrupting
an orderly assembly where he’s trying to preach the kingdom of God?
The hole is dug. Maybe it’s 3x6, the size of a twin bed. Or maybe it’s just 2x2,
and the man is strapped on his mat and lowered down vertically. However it happened,
he now finds himself in front of Jesus, trembling not only from his disability but from his
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sense of inadequacy and his shame. Jesus steps back and stares right at him. The crowd
quiets. What will Jesus say now? What will he tell the paralytic to do?
Jesus doesn’t tell him to do anything. Not even to repent and believe the good
news. Jesus has already seen all the faith he needed to see – the faith of determined
friends who believed so much that they persevered.
Authority to forgive
The second reason the miracle is memorable is because of what Jesus said next.
When Jesus saw the faith of the four men, he said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are
forgiven!” You might be wondering why Jesus connected paralysis and sin. There’s no
indication in the text that anyone that day wondered the same thing. We are quick to
assure people that whatever trial they are facing is not their fault. Maybe this man did
sin and cause his paralysis. Maybe he didn’t. We don’t know. I think Jesus’ words
washed over him with a blanket of acceptance, security, and identity he never thought
possible. I picture relief and gratitude flooding his face with tears.
All we’re told is what Jesus said, not why. We do find out what the teachers of
the law were thinking. They didn’t even say it loud, but inside their heads they were
agitated. “Who does this nobody think he is1 – God? Only God can forgive sins. This is
blasphemy!” (Mark is setting up his readers for their eventual capital charge.) Notice
that their question assumes that the paralytic has sinned. They don’t question that.
Based on what they now know, they’re right. This to them was a turning point.
It’s one thing to teach with originality, not referencing the Oral Law passed down
through generations. It’s yet another to claim authority over demons and sickness. But
the authority to forgive sins – that’s a God-thing. For all they knew of him at that time,
they had every right to object.
Instead, knowing instinctively2 what they are thinking, Jesus poses a question:
“Which is easier to say to a paralytic: ‘Your sins are forgiven’ or ‘Get up and walk’?” I
imagine a dramatic pause here, dust from the roof dismantling still drifting through the
air, with sun beams streaming on to a nervous paralytic. Rhetorical questions usually
don’t get answered, because the answer is obvious. It’s easy to say, “Your sins are
forgiven,” because no one can disprove it. But if you say, “Get up and walk,” you’re
going to have to back it up.
That day people couldn’t see forgiveness but they could see healing. Maybe
what you can’t see is healing, or provision, or restoration of a relationship. There will

The Greek is quite brief: “Why this thus speaks?” The “this” doesn’t even have a noun attached to it –
like “this man” or “this fellow.” It’s an expression of disdain – “this nobody.”
2
The text says “Immediately Jesus knew in his spirit that this is what they were thinking in their hearts.”
The “immediately” is a favorite word of Mark’s – euthus in Greek.
1
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always be things you can’t see. But keep looking around. There is much you can see
that Jesus has done. What you can see helps you trust Jesus for what you can’t see.
Next, Jesus uses a term for the first time in this Gospel that is as mysterious as
his mixed messages about who he is and how popular he wants to be. Jesus is being
deliberately cryptic. “Son of man” is used in Ezekiel as the equivalent of “human.” In
Daniel it is Messianic and means so much more. So what does Jesus mean here when
he says, “But I want you to know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive
sins.” Is it that “this human” has authority, or is he claiming to be the Messiah of whom
Daniel spoke? They’re going to have to wait to find out.
Whoever he is, what he does drops every jaw under the hole in the roof. He
looks again at a helpless man whose four friends are undoubtedly peering from above.
He says, “I tell you, get up, take your mat, and go home.” And he did. This time the hole
wasn’t needed. The crowd parted for him as if he were Moses’ rod at the Red Sea as he
walked out. And they praised God, saying, “We’ve never, ever seen anything like this.”
Friends and Jesus
This story teaches us that we all need friends and we all need Jesus. Not friends
or Jesus. And. We’re hard wired for relationships because we are created in God’s
image. He is eternally in relationship, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. When he created us
to be like him, he created us to love and be loved.
In saying, “We all need friends,” I mean that we need human companionship. In
the paralytic’s story, we see that his friends gave him worth. They gave him time. They
gave him love. Helpless and hopeless though he was, they didn’t see him that way. So
they gave him hope. The crowd wouldn’t part for him, because in their minds someone
who was disabled was probably deserved. Everyone needs people who believe in them.
In this story, they also believed for him. When Jesus saw their faith, he forgave
that man. Is there such a thing as vicarious faith? You’d better believe there is. Does it
substitute for personal faith? No. But when your belief leads to persistent prayer and
when it prompts as opportunity presents itself, you are exercising faith for another. We
all need friends like that. Kids need parents like that – parents who bring them for
baptism and bring them to church. “When you can’t believe, I’ll believe for you.” I can’t
tell you how often I’ve watched vicarious faith change lives.
Partly because of our culture’s prosperity, we think all we need are friends. If we
have friends to laugh with, party with, entertain with, even cry with, we’re good. But the
time will come when friends are not enough.
So we all need Jesus. No human friend or parent or child or coworker can
substitute for Jesus. Only Jesus has authority. He has authority over invisible spiritual
forces. He has authority over sickness and injury. He has authority over the future.
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He’s the king in kingdom. He has authority over death. If you haven’t heard it yet, listen
to how Jonathan Evans, the son of Tony Evans and brother of Priscilla Shirer, expressed
this authority over death in a eulogy for his mother last week.
Most importantly, the story of the paralytic reminds us that Jesus has authority
to forgive sins. By forgiving the paralytic before he even healed him, Jesus not only
demonstrated that he has this authority but that this authority takes priority. Mark is
showing us that Jesus demonstrated early in his ministry that he had come to release us
from the world, the flesh, and the devil. At this point we realize that this man’s paralysis
has a deeper meaning. We are all paralyzed by sin, and only Jesus can free us.
So we all need friends and we all need Jesus. The best friends of all are the
friends who bring us to Jesus to do what only Jesus can do.
I’m wondering who in your world either doesn’t have any friends, or doesn’t
have any friends who know they need Jesus. Pastor Paul asked the Board of Elders this
past week, “How many people do you know who have come to Christ because of
Corinth?” Most of our people come here because they already know Jesus. We’re not a
church that is known for loving people into the kingdom. We’re known as a stable,
loving, Bible-teaching church. And I want to be a stable, loving, Bible-teaching church.
But I want to be more.
It’s one reason our Board of Evangelism has invited Dr. Mark Yarhouse to join us
two weeks from today on a Sunday morning and then for a workshop Sunday evening.
His workshop will be about how to understand and relate to gay, lesbian, and
transgender persons. I don’t mean to suggest that every gay person is necessarily an
unbeliever. And I certainly know that LGBTQ people have friends, most often and most
comfortably with others in their own community.
I do mean to suggest that ours does not tend to be a church where LGBTQ
people feel welcomed and loved. Most wouldn’t think they would be welcome among
us. Most would assume that if they had any interest at all in Jesus, this isn’t a church
where they would be received into a community of Jesus followers. The first step is just
understanding more, and Mark Yarhouse has made that understanding his life mission.
But don’t get stuck there, or diverted by that topic. Ask yourself two questions.
First, do I have the kind of friends who know that the friend I need the most is Jesus?
And second, can I be the kind of friend who will love someone who feels unworthy of
my time, or more importantly, unworthy of Jesus? Let’s never forget that we all need
friends, and we all need Jesus. Amen.
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