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FCCOE; 2/21/21; Luke 5:17-26; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

Series: Stretched by Jesus 

“A Startling Word” 

Introduction: During this past season of Epiphany, we looked at ways in which Jesus stretched those 

who encountered him. From the intimate relationship he claimed with the Father, to the depth of his 

knowledge of the Scriptures, to the breadth of the grace he was bringing, to the authority over evil and 

illness he demonstrated, to the brilliance and abundance of his glory, as seen in an amazing catch of fish, 

Jesus stretched the understanding and the expectations of those who encountered him, by what he said 

and by what he did.  

As the season of Lent now opens before us we will continue this stretching exercise. As the experts will 

tell you, the more you stretch, the more effectively you will be able to move about, and so as we 

journey toward Jerusalem and the cross that awaits him there, we want to move along with Jesus and 

continue to learn about his character and his kingdom as best as we are able.  

This morning we will hear from Jesus a startling word, a word that stretches both friend and foe alike. 

And what startles them is that the authority Jesus claims extends even to the forgiveness of sins. It was 

startling because it was unexpected to his friends, it appeared to be blasphemous to his foes, and it 

turned out to be costly for Jesus. In offering such a word, Jesus seeks to fill not our deepest wishes, but 

our deepest need. {READ} 

I. An Unexpected Word  

 A. Let’s begin to get the picture of what’s going on here by considering the unexpected word 

Jesus speaks to the four, faithful fellows that bring their paralyzed friend to see Jesus. They had 

obviously heard about this remarkable man who had been doing a whole host of healings throughout 

the region. As it turned out, a whole bunch of other people had heard about him too, so when these 

friends brought their paralyzed friend to the home where Jesus was, they couldn’t even get near the 

door. Being enterprising fellows, they carried their friend up onto the roof, cut a hole in the tiles, and 

lowered their friend right in front of Jesus! Can you picture it?  

Illustration: Picture a room as crowded as it can get in here for a Christmas Eve children’s pageant. Now, 

picture the sound of a saw above you and then plaster beginning to fall on your head. Then, imagine a 

hole big enough for a stretcher to be dropped down from that ceiling with a man on it, coming to rest on 

the floor in front of the first pews. If you’re a trustee of the church, you probably begin to wonder who 

is going to repair the roof and how much it is going to cost! If you’re a parent of a child in the pageant, 

you might be fussed about how this interruption was going to ruin all the hard work and effort it took to 

prepare for this evening. If you’re the pageant director, you might be looking around for some 

volunteers to help move this guy out of here so that the “show” can go on.   

 B. But when it happened to Jesus, none of these reactions came to him. He didn’t seem 

concerned about the destruction done to the roof or the interruption of his message. Nor was his first 

thought about how to get this guy out of the way. Instead, a number of other things happened. First, he 

noticed the faith of the friends . . . “When he saw their faith . . .”  Their faith, in other words, was 

evidenced by what they had done and were doing. Jesus viewed their resourcefulness, and their 
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determination, to get their sick friend in front of him, as an indication that they truly believed that the 

kingdom of God was being revealed and was at work in him. Faith, as we are led to see on many 

occasions, is not just mental assent; faith puts what we believe into practice.  

C. Then, second, notice that Jesus never talks to the paralyzed man about his faith. What Jesus 

acts on is the faith of his friends. Honestly, I’m not totally sure what to make of this except that when 

our friends, or neighbors, have needs, our faith is not unimportant. How might we bring them to Jesus 

and lay them before him, either physically or in a kind of imaginative prayer, picturing ourselves bringing 

someone with a need to Jesus on a mat? However we do it, I think we can safely say that what matters 

to Jesus is that we do it.   

D. Third, when he saw their faith, Jesus responded, but in an unexpected way. He didn’t tell the 

man to get up and walk (at least, not yet). Instead, Jesus responded by saying, “Friend, your sins are 

forgiven.” Although there was some sentiment in those days that an illness could be the result of 

specific acts of sin (cf. John 9), Jesus didn’t go there; he was looking deeper. What he wanted the man to 

know was that while his greatest wish, and expectation, might have been to walk again, Jesus addressed 

his greatest need – the forgiveness of his sin.  

What would be your deepest wish, as you sit here today? What one thing do you believe that if you had 

it, you would finally be satisfied, set for life, fully content? What do you think this man’s greatest wish 

was, this man who had lain prone on a mat for goodness knows how long? What did everyone in that 

room know that this man wanted, and even wanted for him?! He wanted to walk! And who wouldn’t? If 

he could only walk, what difference that would make in his life! It would have been clear to every single 

person in that room. Everyone, that is, except Jesus. What Jesus knew is that this man needed to have 

his sin forgiven, not so that he could walk out of that room, but so that he could walk in restored 

relationship with the living God, beginning then, and on into eternity.  

I appreciate how Henri Nouwen puts it, writing in the context of Lent: 

“Lent is a time of returning to God. It is a time to confess how we keep looking for joy, peace, and 
satisfaction in the many people and things surrounding us without really finding what we desire. Only 
God can truly satisfy. So we must be reconciled with God … The season of Lent, helps us in a special way 
to cry out for God’s mercy.” 

—Henri Nouwen 
That—God, and God’s mercy—is what each of us needs, above all else. It won’t matter if we can run, 

dance, sing, play football, blow a clarinet, or be the top salesperson in our company. Unless and until the 

ultimate relationship for which we’ve been made—that with the God of the universe—is restored, and 

we begin to be remade in his image and rule and reign rightly over all that he has entrusted to us, we 

will always be left feeling wanting and dissatisfied. And so Jesus speaks that unexpected yet restorative 

word to the paralyzed man that will begin him on that journey: “Friend, your sins are forgiven.” 

II. A Blasphemous Word? 

 A. Jesus’ declaration was also startling to another group of folk in that room, religious leaders 

from the area who had evidently come early so they could get seats in the front row and check Jesus 

out. To them, the words of forgiveness that Jesus had just spoken were not healing words, they were 

blasphemous words. How so? Well, for instance, I can punch Tom in the nose and his wife, Debbie can 

say she forgives me. But, since Tom is the offended party, since my sin is against him, he is really the 
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only one who can forgive me. If all sin is ultimately against God, which David claims in Psalm 51, and 

which the Pharisees absolutely knew, and since Jesus is the one offering forgiveness, he is claiming to be 

God. That was blasphemous, as far as the Pharisees were concerned.  

 B. Furthermore, since the normal way for sins to be forgiven was through a priest, and by means 

of the sacrificial system at the Temple in Jerusalem, Jesus was not only claiming divine status for himself, 

he was also slicing through all of the normal channels of authority that were currently in place, even 

making it possible, if you followed his statement to its logical end, for the “undesirable Gentiles” to 

receive forgiveness “out on the street,” outside of the Temple and its sacrificial system. That, too, had a 

hint of blasphemy to it, to the ears of the religious elite. 

III. A Costly Word  

 A. So, Jesus stretched his friends with an unexpected word about their greatest need, and he 

stretched his foes with a seemingly blasphemous word about who he was through his ability to forgive 

sin. Finally, we might also say that Jesus stretched himself with a costly word about how forgiveness 

would come about. We hear it, in a somewhat veiled way, in his answer to the religious leaders:  

Which is easier to say, “Your sins are forgiven,” or to say, “Get up and walk”?  

Well might we say that “your sins are forgiven” is the easier statement; anyone can say it without really 

having to prove it. Anyone, that is, except Jesus, for, to make that claim, and to actually bring it about, 

Jesus had to know that it would take him down the hard road that led to the cross. Remember that the 

offer of forgiveness requires both God’s love and God’s justice, a justice that called Jesus to go to the 

cross and pay the penalty for our sin, in our place, so that we could go free without justice being 

compromised. So, saying “Friend, your sins are forgiven” would be a costly word for Jesus. 

 B. The good news we celebrate in this season of Lent is that Jesus has walked that costly road so 

that we don’t have to. We don’t have to try to manage the process of forgiveness, like the Pharisees, 

believing we must do certain things or meet certain conditions to merit such. That route is a dead end 

that leads only to frustration and an increasing burden of guilt. We simply need to put ourselves in a 

posture of receiving, flat on our back as it were, bringing nothing to Jesus but our neediness. When we 

do, Jesus will meet that greatest of needs, enabling us to walk in the present, and into the future, with 

him, engaged in his fulfilling purposes.     

 


