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Mark 2:1-12 God forgives sins

This morning we are starting chapter 2 of the book of Mark. The first event we come to
happens in a very familiar setting. In fact, this event may have happened at the home of
Peter in Capernaum again. It is a well-known Sunday School story that most of the
children in our church could probably tell you, about 4 men bringing their friend to see
Jesus and having to let him down through the roof. But this story shows us far more
than just another healing. It shows that God is the only one who can forgive sin. Let’s
read through this story first in Mark 2:1-12, and then examine how forgiveness of sin is
the key point in the event. 2 And when he returned to Capernaum after some days, it
was reported that he was at home. > And many were gathered together, so that there
was no more room, not even at the door. And he was preaching the word to them. //
*And they came, bringing to him a paralytic carried by four men. * And when they could
not get near him because of the crowd, they removed the roof above him, and when
they had made an opening, they let down the bed on which the paralytic lay. ° And when
Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” // *Now
some of the scribes were sitting there, questioning in their hearts, " “Why does this man
speak like that? He is blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?”® And
immediately Jesus, perceiving in his spirit that they thus questioned within themselves,
said to them, “Why do you question these things in your hearts? // °Which is easier, to
say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise, take up your bed and
walk’? '°But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive
sins”—he said to the paralytic— "' “I say to you, rise, pick up your bed, and go

home.” '? And he rose and immediately picked up his bed and went out before them all,
so that they were all amazed and glorified God, saying, “We never saw anything like
this!”

First, let’s explain the details of the story here. We look at digging through roof and it
seems very strange to us. But homes in the area of Israel and Palestine during that time,
typically had roofs that were flat and fully accessible by staircases on the outside of the
home. Far from being made of permanent materials, the roofs were actually designed
from earth based materials that needed to be pulled apart and resurfaced occasionally.
The main means of the room were crossed by smaller sticks and covered with thatch like
in old traditional Japanese houses and then covered with mud. This would not have been
that difficult to dig through. The roof at that time would function like a deck area on a
house does today. It would have been a place to dry laundry, eat a meal, just relax or
pray. As we have seen happen regularly, Jesus being in the home drew crowds of
people. Verse 2 describes it as in this way---* And many were gathered together, so that
there was no more room, not even at the door. The crowds gathered to hear Jesus are
actually significant to Mark’s theology. We discussed this before Christmas, that crowds
were not considered a positive thing in the book of Mark. In fact, the single most
common action of a crowd in Mark is actually to keep people from having access to
Jesus, which is what we see here. These crowds are not people of true faith, but rather
more like admirers at best. | think today, we could think of these people in terms of
those who celebrate Easter and Christmas around the world even today. There are
millions of people who will celebrate Christmas especially or Easter to a lesser degree in
some sort of Christian way. But there is no actual involvement with Christian faith
outside of those two occasions. They will usually never go to church apart from that,
and there is no personal searching of the Scriptures to know Jesus better. There are
millions of people in the world who are born in certain ethnicities where the majority are



historically connected with Christianity, they are likely baptized as babies and called
Christian their entire life. But being ethnically or nationally, Christian, is not the same as
being a follower of Christ. In terms of the events in the gospel of Mark, this is the same
as being part of the crowd of Jesus admirers, but not really followers of Jesus Christ.

There are plenty of people who believe they are Christians because of birth or the fact
they were born to Christian parents or even because they appreciate the teachings of
Jesus. But to be a Christian, a true follower of Jesus Christ, means you recognize why
Jesus came to earth. That was to die for your sin, which has separated you from God,
who created you. The crowds did not recognize their sin and repentance or their need
for Jesus as their Savior, so they remained on the outside. They may have been close to
Jesus physically, but their hearts were far from the faith required of those who truly
followed Jesus. This sets up the contrast for us with the men who showed us what true
faith really is. It was these 4 men, who in their trust that Jesus could do the unbelievable
for their friend, dug through the roof in order to get him to Jesus. Verse 5 shows us
Jesus’s recognition of their faith. ° And when Jesus saw their faith, he said to the
paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” There were many many people in the crowd
watching and listening to Jesus that day, but the only miracle that Jesus performed was
for these 5 men who we are explicitly told had faith in him. It was their faith that made
all the difference. Faith is always the catalyst for God’s work in the Bible. Matthew
17:20b says, For truly, | say to you, if you have faith like a grain of mustard seed, you
will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,” and it will move, and nothing will be
impossible for you.” Hebrews 11 ties faith to the work that people of God did in the Old
Testament and tells us that every part of our relationship with God starting with
acknowledging him through Creation is based on faith. Hebrews 11:1-3 says, Now faith
is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. For by it the
people of old received their commendation. By faith we understand that the universe
was created by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things
that are visible. Most important for us, faith is what brings about salvation. Romans
5:1-2 says, Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God
through our Lord Jesus Christ. Through him we have also obtained access by faith
into this grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God. But |
do want to warn you against a popular view of faith that many think this story
promotes. That is this---if | have enough faith, then God will heal me or give me
money, etc. Joseph Prince, a very famous Singaporean Pastor of a mega-church
provides an example of this in a sermon last year entitled, “Believe Right and See
Good.” He says, Number one, | don't believe in the health and wealth gospel. /
believe in the gospel of grace and peace. | believe in the gospel of Jesus Christ. But
the result, it causes emotional health, it causes physical health, amen, it causes
prosperous relationships and, yes, even bless you in every area of your life, amen.
Bill Johnson, Senior Pastor of Bethel Church and Bethel music fame in California has
a different take on the prosperity gospel that he calls, “Jesus Christ is Perfect
Theology.” He says How can God choose not to heal someone when He already
purchased their healing? Was His blood enough for all sin, or just certain sins? Were
the stripes He bore only for certain illnesses, or certain seasons of time? When He
bore stripes in His body He made a payment for our miracle. He already decided to
heal. You can’t decide not to buy something after you’ve already bought it.



Brothers and sisters, that is not what the gospel promises to bring. The gospel
promises spiritual healing, not physical. In fact 2Timothy 3:12 says exactly the
opposite of these sorts of teaching when it says, 12 Indeed, all who desire to live a
godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted-:- So greater faith on our part does not
entitle us to greater prosperity or greater health. In fact, any understanding that we
can in any way grow our faith and create greater faith in ourselves is a
misunderstanding at best and outright false teaching at worst since faith is God’s
work and God’s gift to us. Ephesians 2:8-9 makes this clear. 8 For by grace you
have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God,
9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast. So, it was God who gave these 5
men faith enough to come and bring their friend to Jesus. And this is where the
point of the story lies. Because what actually happens in response to faith in Jesus
Christ is what always happens in response to true faith in Jesus---and it is not
physical healing! Let’s go back to verse 5 again in Mark 2 and see what the response
is by Jesus to this faith. when Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “Son, your
sins are forgiven.” Now is he seeing the faith of the 4 men carrying the paralyzed man
and then forgiving his sin based on their faith? There does not seem to be a reason to
look at it that way. The paralyzed man had faith as well given that he allowed his friends
to do this for him. But the paralyzed man was the one who the crowd could see needed
the healing, so Jesus directing his statement towards him makes the most sense.
Except, that the statement is not, | heal you or something like that; but instead is |
assure you, your sins are forgiven! Jesus is making it very clear what kind of healing
faith brings. That healing is spiritual. Maybe it’s just me, but I've often thought about the
fact that the man being healed and the men carrying him do not seem to get upset
about this or ask for different physical healing. It seems that they may have understood
that this really was the best healing that Jesus was offering, and that with spiritual
healing from sin, the man could see the physical need in a different light. There are so
many testimonies of those whose faith in Jesus does not result in physical healing, but in
peace and joy in the face of physical suffering.

No, instead of the men carrying the paralyzed man being upset, it was the Scribes, one
of the groups of religious leaders of the Jews who took issue with Jesus forgiving this
man’s sin. They strongly disagreed with Jesus doing this because they understood what
it meant. Verse 6-7 says, °Now some of the scribes were sitting there, questioning in
their hearts, " “Why does this man speak like that? He is blaspheming! Who can forgive
sins but God alone? Notice the scribes were not even saying this out loud. They were
just thinking it! But Jesus knew their hearts and what even their thoughts were as verse
8 goes on to say. But they were not wrong. The power of forgiveness of sins is the
exclusive right of God, not any human being. That is one reason why we do not have
priests, we have pastors. Unlike the Roman Catholic and Episcopal priests, we do not
believe that God gives any man the right to provide absolution for sin. Only God can do
that. Now of course, we can and God expects us to forgive others for personal offenses
and sins against us, but we are not absolving that person even then of the guilt of their
sin against God.

By forgiving sins, Jesus was absolutely declaring that he was God’s Messiah and God
himself. The religious leaders and many in the crowds never believed he was actually
God. They simply looked at him as a great teacher and a healer, but he was claiming a
much greater identity as God himself. That claim is inherent in the title he uses for



himself as he responds to the Scribes and heals the paralyzed man. Look at verses 9-
11. °Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise,
take up your bed and walk’? '°But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority
on earth to forgive sins”—he said to the paralytic— '' “| say to you, rise, pick up your
bed, and go home.” Son of Man is a title first used in Daniel 7 talking about the coming
Messiah. Daniel 7:13-14 says, *“l saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds
of heaven there came one like a son of man, and he came to the Ancient of Days and
was presented before him. '* And to him was given dominion and glory and a kingdom,
that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting
dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom one that shall not be destroyed.
The scribes as experts in the Scriptures knew that this was Jesus claiming to be God’s
Messiah and having the right to God’s glory and God’s power that only God himself
could have. Now, to forgive sins is obviously much harder to do than to provide physical
healing, but in a way, the healing is harder. To forgive sins is something that happened
on the inside of the paralyzed man and likely the men carrying him. So, that miracle
could be easily dismissed. But a physical healing to prove that Jesus truly had the power
as God that he claimed, that could not be so easily disproved. So, Jesus healed the man.
And he was healed. Verses 12 says, ' And he rose and immediately picked up his bed
and went out before them all--- The miraculous healing that Jesus provides is
instantaneous, much different than the faith healers that claim for themselves this
power today. So, in a way, the Scribes were correct, only God can forgive sins. But they
were wrong, because they did not believe that Jesus was God. So, he proved by the
physical healing that he is the one who can give true spiritual healing and that
forgiveness of sins comes through him.

Jesus is still the only source of forgiveness of sins available to us today. The Bible
declares that our greatest need is forgiveness of sin. Because as Romans 3:23 tells us,
All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. And simply being a part of the crowd,
being in a church building with followers of Jesus does not bring that forgiveness of
sins. But repenting of your sin and putting your faith in him as the only one who died to
forgive you for that sin that is the only way to experience that forgiveness of sin. Being
part of the crowd is not the same as being a disciple or follower of Jesus, and I’m afraid
that some of you here today are part of the crowd and not a disciple. The crowd just
looks on, but real faith is shown by action, by serving, by following Jesus. While the
crowd watched, the 4 men dug through a roof in demonstration of the faith they had in
Jesus. Their faith was rewarded with forgiveness of sin, and the proof of Jesus’s
authority to do this was given by physically healing their friend. The answer to the
cynical question asked by the Scribes, Who can forgive sins but God alone-:- is Jesus.
Because Jesus is God, and he demonstrated that for the people and for us by the power
to heal physically and more important, spiritually. When we recognize that truth, it
should change our response to Jesus so it becomes that of some who were there that
day. they were all amazed and glorified God, saying, “We never saw anything like this!”
Following Jesus in repentance and faith as the only one who can forgive our sins will
bring glory to God and change our lives forever in the same way this paralyzed man’s
life would never be the same. Let’s pray.



