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Sermon: 

Imagine… 
 I want you to imagine being told that you were suffering heart failure.  Imagine that the doctors tell you 

that your only hope is a heart transplant.  As your heart slowly deteriorates, you find you have less and less 

energy.  You have to quit your job. You’re not sure how to pay your bills. Your family is desperately worried 

about you and all this time you’re waiting, waiting, waiting for a new heart. 

 Then you get great news!  A heart has become available for you!  Your doctor calls you and you rush to 

the hospital.  You’re told a medical team is flying in by helicopter to bring your new heart.  You get to the 

hospital and change out of your clothes.  Finally, this is it!  You’re wheeled into the operating room where you 

are introduced to the surgeon who is going to do the heart transplant.  He looks as you and says, “Friend, your 

sins are forgiven.” 

 How would you feel?  Would you feel like that’s an appropriate comment for him to make? Would you 

be confused?  Would you be offended?  Isn’t he here to give you a new heart? 

 The other nurses and doctors in the room look at him quizzically.  They’re not sure what he’s going on 

about.  He looks around at them, sighs heavily and says, “Ok, let’s get on with the heart transplant.  That’s what 

you’re really here for.” 

 That is a taste of what the unnamed man in our text today might have felt.  Let’s read it together. 

Text 
 Luke 5:17-26 

What is Says… 
 So what do we see happening in this passage? What does it say?  One of this first things we notice is that 

word about Jesus has spread.  Pharisees and teachers of the law have come from all over the region of Galilee, 

from Jerusalem and all of Judea!  These were the religious authorities who had come to investigate this new 

teacher the reports of his miraculous power.  So the stage has been set for Jesus to have a significant impact! 

 Word about Jesus has also spread to the common people. We are told that the crowd was enormous and 

filled the house.  So much so, that when four friends arrived, carrying their paralyzed friend on a mat, there was 

no way for them to get to Jesus.  Undaunted, however, these friends carried the patient up onto the roof of the 

house. 

 [pic] Now, something we must understand is that houses in ancient Palestine were not at all like our 

houses today in Canada.  Most houses in ancient Palestine were one large room.  They also had flat roofs which 

served a variety of purposes.  These flat roofs were used for storage, for drying flax, or even times of quiet 

prayer. [William Barclay, And He Had Compassion, p. 41]  Because of their multiple uses, most houses had a 

staircase on the outside going up to the roof. [Leon Morris, Luke, p. 129] So it was not difficult for these friends to 

carry their friend in need up to the roof of the house. 

 Furthermore, our roofs have to hold up against dramatic weather and storms. Our roofs are quite tough.  

Roofs in ancient Palestine, however, were much simpler and flimsier.  A layer of pressed hay was often covered 

over by a layer of dried clay or mud.  It was a much simpler thing for someone do dig through one of their roofs 

than one of ours.   

 As an interesting side note, there are even records from the region of a Rabbi dying in his house and the 

coffin being too large to get out the front door.  His family dug a hole in the roof to remove the coffin with him 

inside! [Barclay, p. 41] 

 Imagine the scene, though.  There’s Jesus teaching in the house.  The crowd has filled the whole room 

and all are eagerly hanging on every word.  There’s a slight scratching sound coming from the roof.  Then bits of 

ceiling start to drift down in front of Jesus.  Does Jesus stop teaching?  After a few moments, a beam of light 

stabs into the room from the ceiling!  There’s the face of one of the friends, smiling down at everybody.  What 
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did the homeowner think?   

Then imagine the awkward waiting while the men on the roof continue to rip up the roof until the hole is 

large enough to lower their friend through!  How long did that take?  10 minutes?  20 minutes?  Such tenacity!  

This is faith in action!   

Then imagine the awkwardness when they start actually lowering the man through the roof.  “Don’t drop 

me!  A little slower please!  Alphaeus, you’re going too slow, I’m tilting!”  Or maybe the crowd, packed in so 

tightly, just raised their hands and the man “body surfed” down to the floor like some ancient world’s version of 

stage diving? 

 Finally, the man is lowered to the ground in front of Jesus.  Jesus looks down at him, looks back up at the 

friends, then looks back down at the man. Everybody is expecting Jesus to heal the man. Everybody is waiting 

with bated breath for Jesus to touch the man, pray to God and heal him.  Can he do it?  Will he do it? Or is 

paralysis too great a barrier to Jesus’ power? 

 Jesus draws in a breath to speak.  Everybody leans in. “Friend, your sins are forgiven.”  What?!?  “Your 

sins are forgiven?”  That’s not what anybody expected Jesus to say.  Certainly not the man on the floor!  

Certainly not the four friends who went to such lengths to get him there. 

 The Pharisees and other religious authorities, however, immediately catch the significance of what Jesus 

just said.  “They make an instant theological assessment and recognize that Jesus is making unique claims.” 

[Darrell L. Bock, Luke, p. 103] They wonder to themselves, “Who is this fellow who speaks blasphemy?  Who 

can forgive sins but God alone?” 

 What is blasphemy?  Blasphemy is any action that violates God’s majesty. [Bock, p. 105] By claiming 

to forgive sins when you can’t, that’s taking God’s rights upon yourself. That robs God of part of his majesty.  

The Pharisees “correctly see that only God can forgive sin, but incorrectly assess that Jesus is guilty of 

blasphemy.” [Morris, p. 129]  So we need to realize that the Pharisees were, in fact, right. Only God can 

forgive sins! Their mistake was in their assessment of Jesus and his relationship to the Father.  But we need to 

cut them a little slack. If I heard somebody today claiming the power to forgive sin, I’d be sceptical too! 

 Jesus knows what they’re thinking and he addresses them. He asks them, “Which is easier, to say, ‘Your 

sins are forgiven’ or ‘Get up and walk’?”  This is an interesting question.  It is actually easier to say, “Your sins 

are forgiven,” because it is not immediately verifiable.  How do we know if the man’s sins are forgiven?  So it’s 

easier just to say that. However, which is the bigger problem to solve? Forgiving a person’s sins is actually harder 

to accomplish, in reality, than it is to heal a paralyzed man.  It’s easier to say, “Your sins are forgiven,” but it’s 

actually harder to do. 

 Notice what Jesus says next, “But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive 

sins…”  Jesus was interested in doing something verifiable.  He knew the crowd would wonder. He knew 

there was no objective test, this side of Judgement, as to whether or not a man’s sins were forgiven. So he showed 

them that he did, in fact, have the authority by actually healing the man.  This is significant!  Why?  Because if 

he had just blasphemed, if he didn’t really have the power to forgive sins, then there’s no way God would have 

given him the power to heal the paralytic. 

 A second thing I want to point out is that Jesus didn’t pray.  He spoke to the man directly. He didn’t “ask 

God” to heal the man. He healed him himself!  Most healings, especially such dramatic healing of such extreme 

wounds or sickness, involve praying to God. The disciples would pray for a person to be healed, or would at least 

say, “In the name of Jesus, be healed.”  But Jesus just says to the man, “Get up and walk.” He issued a command 

to the man. He didn’t even say, “Be healed.” 

 And the man was healed immediately. He wasn’t healed in private. It wasn’t when he went home or the 

next day when he woke up in the morning. It was immediate and verifiable.  As a result, “Everyone was amazed 

and gave praise to God.”  Presumably, this included the Pharisees and teachers of the law who were present! 

What It Means… 
 So what does all of this mean?  What’s happening in this passage? 

 First, I want to point out the faith of the friends who went to such lengths to see the man healed.  They 

were tenacious!  Theirs was a faith in action. And what action!  They would not be stopped when it came to 

bringing their friend to Christ.  It was when Jesus saw their faith that he healed the man.  We must always 
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remember that our faith has an effect on our friends. It is important that we pray for our friends. It is important 

that our faith be a faith of action for our friends as well. 

 Second, we need to recognize the radical claim Jesus makes by forgiving the man’s sin.  This is no little 

thing. It is not a sentimental “get well soon” kind of statement. By telling the man his sins were forgiven, Jesus 

was claiming status equal to God.  Good teachers don’t do that…. Unless it’s true!  From this instance alone 

we know that we cannot reduce Jesus to merely a good teacher or moral guide. He claimed status equal to God, 

which, if it isn’t true, makes him either crazy or a liar worthy of the worst levels of Hell. 

 Now, another thing that is helpful to understand is that in the Jewish culture of that day, the belief was that 

all sickness was the direct result of specific sin.  Today we recognize that sickness, in general, is a consequence 

of sin in the world, but we tend not to make a one to one correspondence between this particular sin and that 

particular sickness in a person’s life. This is significant because it adds further verifiability to Jesus’ claims to 

forgive the man’s sins.  If the man’s sins had not been forgiven, he would not have been healed!  Not only would 

God not work through Jesus if Jesus had just blasphemed, but in the worldview of the Pharisees, the man could 

only be healed if his sins were, in fact, forgiven.  Any sin so bad as to lead to paralysis must be significant.  It is 

no small thing for that sin to be forgiven, which is what they would have thought necessary for the man to be 

healed. 

 This also connects with us today. One of the major questions sceptics ask is that if God is good, why is 

there so much evil in the world?  In Jesus’ day, they made more specific connections between evil events and 

their consequences, but they were still wrestling with the problem of evil.  Why is God’s creation spoiled?   

 The paralyzed man is “a painting of the effects of the Fall…. Jesus claims to have the authority to reverse 

those effects.” [Bock, p. 105]  Here is an example of the effect of evil in the world and Jesus says he can undo the 

damage, he can undo the effects of evil.  Furthermore, he can address the root of the problem- the problem of sin.  

When he succeeds in healing the man, he shows that his words are true, his authority is real.  In healing the man 

after forgiving his sins, “Jesus has just painted a picture that speaks more than a library full of books on 

Christology. He has backed up his words with action.” [Bock, p. 107]  Jesus put the test out there, “So that you 

may know that [I] have the authority….” 

 Next, consider the effects of Jesus’ words.  Yes, the man was healed. That is amazing.  That is fantastic 

for the man and his family.  That is great for his friends who brought him there too.  But notice as well the 

worship that is sparked by Jesus healing the man.  The man went home “praising God. Everyone was amazed and 

gave praise to God.  They were filled with awe and said, ‘We have seen remarkable things today.’”  The goal of 

the healing was that God be glorified. 

 When Jesus came, he announced the arrival of the Kingdom of God. That is, he announced that God’s rule 

had begun, that God’s authority was at hand.  Jesus’ ministry, and the church’s ministry by extension, is to 

combat both the problem of sin itself, which Jesus did on the cross, as well as the effects of sin.  The way to 

verify that the authority of God is at work is to see the effects of sin being repealed. 

 This is vitally important to the preaching of the gospel.  The verifiability of the good news of Jesus is 

found in the effects of his Spirit in, on and around people.  The way people know that what Jesus said is true, 

the way they know that he is who he says he is, is to see the visible effects of sin being removed.  That is how we 

know the truth of his claims about the invisible forgiveness of sin.  That is, in fact, why God raised Jesus from the 

dead- as verification that Jesus was telling the truth, that he is God, that he does have the power to forgive sin.  

The resurrection of Jesus is God’s vindication of Jesus who was killed for claiming to be God. 

 This verification aspect of the gospel is what James is talking about in James 2:14-17. He writes,  “What 

good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save 

them?  Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and daily food.  If one of you says to them, “Go in 

peace; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it?  In the same 

way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.” 
 The core message of our faith is that Jesus died for our sins and in so doing he conquered sin and all its 

effects once and for all. As a result, it is vital that his ministry include tangible evidence of that defeat of sin by 

defeating the effects of sin in the world.  The church, which carries on his message and ministry, must also carry 

on the work of providing tangible evidence of the defeat of sin.  If you see somebody who is cold and hungry and 
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say to them, “God in peace…” or “Your sins are forgiven,” but don’t do anything about their physical needs, have 

you really shown them the true power of the gospel? Have you truly shown them the truth of Jesus? Of course not! 

Why It Matters 
 So why does all this matter?  What is the significance today of the fact that Jesus both forgave the man’s 

sin and healed him?  We’ve already begun to touch on why this matters in terms of the verifiable evidence of the 

truth of Jesus’ claims.  The healing back then is further evidence of Jesus’ claims back then. Healing people, 

meeting their physical needs as well as their spiritual needs today is further evidence that Jesus’ claims are true 

and still matter. 

 Another way to phrase this is that we see here the power of faith in action.  We see the faith of the four 

friends who would stop at nothing to bring their friend to Jesus in order to have his physical needs met.  In having 

his physical needs met, though, the man also had his much deeper, much more serious spiritual needs addressed as 

well.  We also see that in order for the man to be able to hear about his spiritual problems and their solution, it 

was also necessary for Jesus to address his more immediate physical needs too. 

 The principle still works today.  It is very difficult for a person in crisis to hear the message of salvation.  

When your physical, emotional or social needs are first and foremost in your mind, when they consume your daily 

existence, it is very difficult to think seriously about your long terms spiritual problems and their solutions.  

When your car is out of gas on the highway, it’s hard to think about the transmission servicing you’ve been 

putting off. 

 This is why in our new mission statement, we have the second line, “To love our neighbours by helping 

them overcome spiritual and physical needs.” Through the power of the Lord, we want to help people 

overcome their physical needs as well as their spiritual needs.  There are some churches that only address 

people’s physical needs. There are others that only address their spiritual needs. We want to do both. 

 Another thing I didn’t point out earlier, but is crucial for the church to recognize, is that we are told in 

verse 17, “The power of the Lord was present for him to heal the sick.”  We must remember that our ability to 

meet people’s physical needs is also dependent on the presence of the power of the Lord, or the Holy Spirit.  

When the Spirit is present we are actually able to meet people’s physical needs. When the Spirit is present, we are 

actually able to erase the scars of sin.  We also need to remember that the Holy Spirit is interested in people being 

healed. It is one of the primary roles of the Spirit. We should not shy away from it. We should not falsely divide 

people’s physical and spiritual needs. We must not neglect one for the sake of the other. 

 When we help people overcome their physical needs, we will do so while clearly sharing that we are doing 

this because Jesus loves them and died in order to undo the damage of sin in their lives.  We must not forget this 

part about Jesus.  In his marvellous book, Giving Wisely?, Jonathan Martin says, “What kind of a Christian 

would I be to feed someone their whole life long and yet never present the gospel to him?... If the reason we’re 

there is because of Jesus, we’d better be honest and say so. Otherwise we are taking the glory of this good deed for 

ourselves and not letting it bring glory to His name.” [p. 145] 

 I think he hits the nail on the head. Sometimes, when we’re helping people overcome physical needs, we 

get shy about talking about Jesus. We feel that it means there are strings attached to the aid we’re providing. 

Perhaps we feel that people will say yes to Jesus only because of the physical benefits.  Whatever the reason, we 

clam up about the Jesus part. But Martin makes an excellent point. If we are helping somebody because we are 

a Christian, but we leave Jesus out of it, then we are actually taking the glory for ourselves!  We are 

robbing God!  We are failing to let the glory for our good works go to God!  We’re stealing credit from Jesus 

when we help people and leave him out of it. 

 “The goal of all compassion should be restorative.” [Martin, p. 173]  That means that the goal of all our 

help overcoming people’s physical needs should be that they, as a person, are restored to a right relationship with 

God.  That means that our goal must always be to bring Jesus into the discussion as to why we are helping people. 

Our vision is “We see broken people becoming whole through the love of Christ.”  That means seeing people 

become whole in all aspects of their lives, from physical wholeness, social wholeness, emotional wholeness, 

mental wholeness and spiritual wholeness. Our goal in compassion is for people to find this comprehensive 

wholeness through the love of Christ.   

 This kind of transformation only happens, though, in the context of relationship. [Martin, p. 178]  
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We must build relationships with one another if we are going to show love to one another. For people who are 

outside our church, who are outside our fellowship, often the beginning of relationship comes when we help them 

overcome their physical needs.  It is on the basis of that relationship that we can then address deeper spiritual 

needs.  But that is not to say that meeting physical needs is only a “stepping stone” to sharing the gospel. Meeting 

their physical needs is part of wholeness.  The reason we start there is that people’s physical needs are often more 

urgent if not more important than their spiritual needs. 

 And this is what we see in Jesus’ ministry. When a person’s physical needs are addressed, they go away 

praising God because Jesus makes no secret of the fact that he is God’s chosen Saviour.  When we make no 

secret of the fact that we are God’s chosen people, his agents in the world, then when people’s needs are met they, 

too, go home praising God.  This is the beginning of finding wholeness through the love of Christ. Amen. 


