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Good morning friends.  How was your week?  Mine was a rollercoaster ride – but in the end I’m experiencing more peace than fear.  I’m thrilled to be cancer free – but here’s the schedule for the next couple of weeks for me …

Tomorrow, 31 January 2011, Teresa and I start a week of vacation.  Great timing.  Next Sunday, 6 February 2011, Colin Saxton, the general superintendent of NWYM of Friends Church will be teaching here with you … along with our worship team and a Reader’s Theater Call To Worship based on PSALM 95, a Psalm in which King David calls you and me as followers of God to lives of WORSHIP AND OBEDIENCE.

Next Monday, 7 February 2011, I will have non-arthroscopic surgery on my left shoulder, and will be home in my own bed that night.  Orthopedic surgeon, Dr. Kris Moore will make a 3-4 inch incision and remove the upper and lower bone spurs (caused by arthritis), put artificial cartilage into the joint between my collar-bone and my shoulder, and take a bone-marrow biopsy from the upper part of my left humerus to confirm hematology oncologist Dr. Kelly Perlewitz's diagnosis from that I don't have any cancer in my bone marrow.

This past Thursday, Dr. Patrick Spensely, my general physician, told me that the ultrasound I had on Wednesday, revealed that my gall bladder has a bunch of gallstones – the largest is over 1-inch in diameter.  I read online that the largest gallstone ever removed weighed in at 13 pounds, 14 ounces (larger than a holiday turkey), and was taken from an 80-year old woman in England, on 29 December 1952.  Merry Christmas, huh?  So mine isn’t all that big.  But 1-inch seems big enough.

Dr. Patrick Spensely, my general physician, told me that if I hadn't cut most high fat foods out of my diet 7 months ago now, these gall stones would be giving me fits now – but that given the number and size of the stones involved, it would be imprudent to not have my gall bladder removed.  And of course, I agreed.  It’s one of my few good character traits not to argue too much with doctors.  I don’t deify them.  But I don’t argue with them.  I try to find some kind of middle ground.

So on Monday, 7 February I will have my shoulder repaired, and then on Tuesday, 8 February, I will have my gall bladder out.  Both surgeries require general anesthesia, but neither will likely require an overnight stay at the hospital.  I asked both surgeons about doing the two surgeries at the same time and Dr. Rozales, the general surgeon doing the gall bladder execution recommended against it.

So thanks for your ongoing prayers and support.  It means a lot.  And the cool thing is that my warranty runs out the end of February, so at least all this is happening while I'm still under warranty, right?  Gotta love that warranty.
Last week I was chuckling with God as the Bible reading in our Annual Bible Reading Plan (available in the bulletin weekly, and as a download from our website under the “Bible Teaching” menu) that we were in The Old Testament book of JOB.  Nice.

During the other six days of the week our Annual Bible Reading Plan has us in different parts of the Bible every day, but on Thursdays, when I’m with others at the 2nd Street office early in the morning, reading and discussing the passages for the day, there we are in JOB, focusing on the story of a man who, in the midst of great personal loss, and great personal suffering, made up his mind that he would follow the instruction we looked into SECOND CHRONICLES 20:12, two Sundays ago, when Judah’s King Jehoshaphat said that no matter what … when he didn’t know what to do … when he didn’t know which way to turn … when he wasn’t sure what or who to depend on … that he wouldn’t look to himself or others as his primary resource, but that he’d keep his eyes, his focus, and his faith on God.

And now this week, in our study through MARK 2:1-12, we’re going to look into an amazing story about FORGIVENESS, FRIENDSHIP, HEALING, and NEW BEGINNINGS.  So once again, Jesus has me right where He wants me to be – at a place where I can invite Him to use His Word as instruction, correction, encouragement and training in righteousness in the exact parts of my life where He needs these truths to connect. (cf., SECOND TIMOTHY 3:16-17)

You know that the Bible isn’t just the story of other people.  It’s YOUR STORY and MY STORY.  So as we read through these verses this morning, I want to encourage you to put yourself into the story and ask God which character He wants you to connect with … with the paralyzed man, with his friends, with Jesus, with the disciples, with the other people watching from the crowd, or with the owner of the house.  But before I unpack these verses for us I want to tell you a story that I shared with you about four years ago, but the time is right to tell it again because it comes right, smack dab out of this story in MARK 2:1-12.

ILLUSTRATION … About twenty years ago, our son Jesse, who’s now almost 25 years old, was in the FOUR AND FIVE YEAR OLD’S SUNDAY SCHOOL CLASS at Newberg Friends Church.  And on this particular Sunday Teresa and I were helping out in the class, and the lesson was from this story in MARK 2.

When it was time for the teacher to read the story from the Bible she invited the kids to grab their carpet squares, make several semi-circles on the floor, and sit down.

Once the kids were settled, the teacher said, “Today I’m going to read a story about a man whose friends brought him to Jesus for healing.  But before I read the story, do any of you know anything about this story that you’d like to share with the class?”

It was quiet for a minute, and then a little boy from the back row, stood up and said, “I don’t really know anything about this story, but there IS something I’d like to say to everybody here.”  Teresa and I looked at each other with eyes that said, “Okay, this ought to be good.”  And we had no idea.

And so this little guy, dressed in khaki pants, a white oxford shirt, an argyle sweater vest, a bow tie, and Penny Loafers, came up to the front of the class.  He stood there in front of his peers, waited for a moment for every eye in the room to focus on him, and then said with passion, “Jesus Christ is God’s one and only Son.  He came.  He died.  He rose again.  Some people say it isn’t true.”  And then he paused for a moment, and leaned in a little bit, his eyes scanning the room … and repeated, “Some people say it isn’t true … But it is.”  And as the silence in the room deepened, this little prophet in a sweater vest walked back to his carpet square and sat down.

I think it was then that I turned to Teresa and said, “Whatever our pastor was going to teach on this morning, he needs to cancel it … and get this kid into the pulpit.  That was awesome.”

And friends, even though Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection wasn’t on the horizon yet – He’d just barely launched His three years of ministry here on earth as the Messiah – we saw it all begin last Sunday when we read through and studied MARK 1 – but everything this little guy said in that Sunday School class about twenty years ago was true and is going to be illustrated in this story from MARK 2:1-12.

Jesus Christ, is God’s One and Only Son.  There wasn’t a Messiah before Him and there won’t be another one after Him.  Jesus Christ stepped out of heaven so that He could step into our lives.  Jesus Christ was compelled into living out His Mission by submission to the will of God the Father, but also by His love for you and me.  Jesus Christ died on the cross, because the shedding of blood was the only way that the forgiveness of our sin could happen.  And it’s the forgiveness that Jesus Christ brought to the man in this story over 2,000 years ago, that He still brings and offers to you and to me today.  Do you see it?  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON …

“Jesus Christ is God’s one and only Son.  He came.  He died.  He rose again.  Some people say it isn’t true.  But it is.”  And it’s out of this place of new life, that God offers you and me a new beginning … forgiveness first, and then other kinds of healing we might need.  And even though “some people say it isn’t true” … it is.

So let’s dig into this story and see the truths God has waiting for us in these verses.

MARK 2:1-3 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 When He had come back to Capernaum several days afterward, it was heard that He was at home.
2 And many were gathered together, so that there was no longer room, not even near the door; and He was speaking the word to them.
3 And they came, bringing to Him a paralytic, carried by four men.

What sets this healing apart from all the other stories in Jesus’ ministry is that the man who’s healed isn’t the one at the center of the story, and neither is his faith or lack of faith.  Instead, it’s the paralyzed man’s friends, the ones who bring him to Jesus, who get the focus, and whose faith is recognized and rewarded.

In MARK 1, Jesus spent what was more than likely a couple of busy weeks in Capernaum, and then He went on a preaching tour in the cities all around the Sea of Galilee.  And now Jesus returns to the fishing town right on the shores of the Sea of Galilee … where the brothers Peter and Andrew and their families lived.

Capernaum was a busy fishing village that existed from roughly 200 BC until 1100 AD – and it was located on the NW corner of the Sea of Galilee, just a bit East of the town of Nazareth where Jesus grew up as a boy in the home of His parents Joseph and Mary, and His siblings.  Jesus’ brothers are mentioned in several Bible verses … with MATTHEW 12:46; LUKE 8:19, and MARK 3:31 telling us that Jesus’ mother and brothers came to see Him.  MATTHEW 13:55 tells us that Jesus had four brothers – named James, Joseph, Simon, and Judas.  MATTHEW 13:56 also tells us that Jesus had sisters, but they’re not named or numbered.

So again, Capernaum was the home of Peter and Andrew, and would eventually become the headquarters of Jesus’ three years of life and ministry.  Jesus performed many miracles and healings in and around Capernaum, but unfortunately most of the people in the region were known for rejecting Jesus and lacking faith, than for their faith or for accepting Him as the Messiah … and in the end, in MATTHEW 11:23-24, Capernaum received the strongest condemnation of any city except Jerusalem.

At this early point in His ministry, Jesus was already attracting crowds wherever He went.  So now He’s in a house in Capernaum … maybe it was Peter and Andrew’s house … we’re not sure … but people were jam-packed into it to hear Jesus teaching.  We’re not sure what He was teaching on that day, but how many of you know that if Jesus was teaching, it was good?  I can’t wait to hear Jesus teach in heaven … I hope He’s still opening up God’s Word and teaching it verse-by-verse.

The Greek word Mark uses in v. 2 translated speaking the word is laleo – which means to utter a voice or a sound.  Laleo isn’t the common word for “preach” that’s used so often through the Gospels, and which means to loudly proclaim.  More often than not, when Jesus was teaching God’s Word, He was in one of three places … outside, up on a hillside, in a boat near the shore of lake, or in a synagogue.  But here we find Jesus in a house, and the word Mark uses to describe what and how He was teaching refers to soft, lovely sounds.
Remember the line in that old hymn In the Garden that says, referring to Jesus Christ, “He speaks, and the sound of His voice is so sweet, the birds hush their singing”?
I wish I could have been there – hearing Jesus speaking in a conversational tone to the people in the house.  One Bible commentary wrote of the words Mark uses here …

[bookmark: _ftnref1]“The beauty of Jesus’ voice, the charm of His manner, and the tenderness and love in His countenance, must have come to this weary, sick group of people as a breath from heaven.”

Whenever Jesus had a crowd of people gathered together, He concentrated on one thing:  speaking the Word to them.  The Word, and by that I mean God’s Word, the Bible … which is the most important thing we can give to people … because it’s the only thing on this earth that’s going to survive for eternity.

LUKE 21:33; PSALM 119:9, 89, 105 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

LUKE 21:33 Heaven and earth will disappear, but God’s words will never disappear.
PSALM 119:9 How can a young person stay pure?  By obeying God’s word.
PSALM 119:89 [God] Your eternal word, O Lord, stands firm in heaven.
PSALM 119:105 [God] Your word is a lamp to guide my feet and a light for my path.

Friends, God's Word is eternal.  God's Word will outlive anything we put above it in our lives.  Taking in God's Word, and living out God's Word is the only way to change our lives, to find direction, and to keep our hearts and our minds in alignment with God and God’s purposes.

So this crowd of people is crammed into this house to listen to Jesus, and the most important thing He could do for them was speak the Word to them.  Evidently word about Jesus had begun to spread … people had heard that Jesus was healing people and casting demons out of people.  And in the midst of this amazing day, comes a much-loved paralytic man in town who needed to get to Jesus for healing.  But Mark tells us that were two things that hindered him …
1. He couldn’t get to the house because of his paralysis.
2. The house was so full of people that not even one more
person could fit into it.  
 
How awesome that this man had friends who believed Jesus could heal him, and were diligent in finding a way to get him to Jesus – even if meant that they had to destroy somebody’s roof to make it happen.

MARK 2:4-5 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

4 Being unable to get to Him because of the crowd, they removed the roof above Him; and when they had dug an opening, they let down the pallet on which the paralytic was lying.
5 And Jesus seeing their faith said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.”
Houses in Jesus’ day in Palestine usually consisted of two stories, six feet high … basically two cubes stacked on top of one another, with 600-800 square feet on each level, and wouldn’t have held more than about 50 people at the most.  Houses often had something like a patio on the roof where families would sleep on hot summer nights.  And there was probably an outside stairway up to the roof.  Sometimes grass would grow on the roof and often goats would even graze on the grass on the roof.  Here’s what Bible teacher Darrell Bock writes about houses in Jesus’ day …

“The roof was somewhat flat and about six feet above the ground.  Wooden beams were laid across the top of the stone or mud walls, with a layer of reeds, thorns, and several inches of clay on top of them.”
The word used in v. 4 translated “removed the roof” is the compound Greek word apostegazo (aposte / away from … and gazo / roof) … and it literally means “they unroofed the roof.”  So these four friends get up on the roof, dig a hole down through the tiles, and lower their buddy on the stretcher, which was probably kind of like a quilted cot or mat, right down in front of Jesus.  Are you picturing this?

Matthew and Luke also tells us this story in their Gospels (MATTHEW 9; LUKE 5) but neither of them mentions the roof being torn up.  Since Capernaum is Peter’s home town, and since Mark is getting most of his information from Peter’s recollections, it’s interesting that Peter is the one that remembers the part about the roof getting all torn apart.  Could this have been Peter’s home … and Peter’s roof?

We don’t know.  But what I do know is that OFTENTIMES MINISTRY IS COSTLY.  But whoever’s house this was, if this was Peter’s house or someone else’s – I wonder what they thought about the repair bill after it was all over.  Maybe something happened that Mark didn’t record … maybe Jesus healed the roof after healing the man.  Or maybe the man’s friends spent the next two weekends fixing the roof.  And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON …

Oftentimes when Jesus Christ is a part of your life, there’s a cost involved.  But the BLESSINGS always outweigh the SACRIFICES.  Like British author and scholar G.K. Chesterton (1874-1936) wrote, “Jesus promised the disciples three things – that they would be completely fearless, absurdly happy and in constant trouble.”

But what I find profoundly interesting is that Jesus wasn’t in the least bit offended at having His teaching interrupted by a man who’s brought to Him because he desperately needed His personal touch and ministry.  Wow, Gregg, note to self.

ILLUSTRATION … Years ago I read about a pastor performed a wedding in New York City that was interrupted when the church doors flew open, and a man hurried up the center aisle, pulling on the arm of an obviously pregnant woman.  The man shouted, “Stop the wedding!  You can’t let this go on - look at what Manuel did to my sister!”  The bride looked horrified, but the pastor calmly said, “There’s no Manuel here.”  The man looked confused, and said “Oh no!  Wrong wedding!” and left the church.

I’ve never had anything quite THAT disruptive happen during a worship service.  But from Jesus’ example here, as a pastor-teacher, I need to see that I’ve got to always let the Holy Spirit lead me and others in our worship planning, and then we also need to let the Holy Spirit lead us RIGHT IN THE MOMENT, even if that means we need to be flexible and shift our expectations about what SHOULD happen.

Notice Jesus says here that it’s because of the faith of the paralyzed man’s friends that He forgave the man’s sin … and that it wasn’t because of the faith of the man himself.  MATTHEW, MARK, and LUKE all agree that it was the faith of the man’s friends that Jesus commented on here and commended, and that led to the man’s healing.  And I see our THIRD FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON …

As followers of Jesus Christ, our faith OR our lack of faith, our keeping our eyes on Jesus Christ, OR our not keeping our eyes on Jesus Christ, makes a difference, not only in our lives, but in the lives of others we know and love and who Jesus is bringing across our paths for His purposes.
 
So much of the time, our sins, the areas of brokenness, rebellion, and resentment in our own lives, paralyze us spiritually, and make it difficult for us to come to the Lord on our own as our source, as our answer, and as our healer.  Do you see how every one of us needs the other people God has put into our lives?  And not just to pat us on the back and tell us how awesome and how okay we are, but as people who will tell us the truth about our lives, paralysis and all, and help bring us to Jesus.

It’s not too hard to imagine how the friends up on the roof felt when they heard Jesus wanted to heal the man’s sin.  I mean, they went to a lot of trouble to see their friend healed of his paralysis, and now Jesus only wants to forgive his sins!  I can almost hear them looking down through the hole and shouting, “No!  He’s paralyzed!  We wanted him to walk, not be forgiven!”  But like pastor-teacher Warren Wiersbe writes in his commentary on MARK entitled Be Diligent …

“Forgiveness is the greatest miracle that Jesus ever performs. It meets the greatest need; it costs the greatest price; and it brings the greatest blessing and the most lasting results.”

MARK 2:6-8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

6 But some of the scribes were sitting there and reasoning in their hearts,
7 “Why does this man speak that way?  He is blaspheming; who can forgive sins but God alone?”
8 Immediately Jesus, aware in His spirit that they were reasoning that way within themselves, said to them, “Why are you reasoning about these things in your hearts?

I love the truth Mark reveals, that Jesus always sees our deeper needs.  Jesus saw this man not only needed to be HEALED PHYSICALLY, but that first, and more importantly, he needed to receive a SPIRITUAL HEALING.  He needed to have his sins forgiven.  He needed to be restored back into relationship and fellowship with the Lord first – and so this was why Jesus first told him that his sins were forgiven.

Think back to when you first came into relationship and fellowship with Jesus Christ – OR when you came back to God and gave Him your whole life, not keeping back any places or parts of your life you previously wanted to keep control over.  Friends, it’s when we bring these memories back into the front of our minds, that we can begin to imagine the weight this man felt after having his sins forgiven – without a doubt, it was like having a ton of bricks taken off his back.
 
Gang, when things happen in our lives and we don’t understand why God would allow them to happen, we need to recognize that God’s wisdom is infinite and that He see’s all of time happening at once … and with that perspective of the PAST, the PRESENT, and the FUTURE, God knows what He’s doing, and He sees that whatever happens, everything will work together for our good, as we keep our eyes fixed on Him (ROMANS 8:28; SECOND CHRONICLES 20:12).

Listen to me … here’s the deal … hardships, trials, and persecution should never move us to the place where we discontinue loving God, loving people, and serving our world in His name.  Rather, hardships, trials, and persecution, should push us further into the heart of God and further into the heart of God’s will for our lives.
 
Jesus intentionally forgave this man’s sins first so that He might then go on and heal him physically.  Why?  Because Jesus wanted the order of how He did this to give confirmation to the religious skeptics of the fact that indeed, He had the power to forgive people of their sins.

When the Scribes heard Jesus say to the man that his sins were forgiven, a red light went on in their theological minds.  And this was a good thing, because like shepherds guarding their sheep, the Scribes, the Pharisees, and the Priests, were supposed to guard their flocks from spiritual error, and feed and ground them spiritual truth.

But because the Scribes refused to consider even for a second that Jesus might in fact be who He claimed to be, this produced negativity, prejudice, closed-mindedness, and a hardness of their hearts – against what Jesus Christ taught, and what He did.  The Scribes were right to believe that only God can forgive sin.  But because they refused to even consider that Jesus Christ was God in the flesh, they believed He committed blasphemy when He told this man that He’d forgiven his sins.  Here’s a sample of what the Bible teaches us about God and the forgiveness of our sin …

PSALM 103:3a; ISAIAH 43:25 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

PSALM 103:3a He [God] forgives all my sin ….
ISAIAH 43:25 I [God] am the One who erases all your sins, for My sake; I will not remember your sins.

 MARK 2:9-12 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

9 “Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven’; or to say, ‘Get up, and pick up your pallet and walk’?
10 “But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins” – He said to the paralytic,
11 “I say to you, get up, pick up your pallet and go home.”
12 And he got up and immediately picked up the pallet and went out in the sight of everyone, so that they were all amazed and were glorifying God, saying, “We have never seen anything like this.”

Jesus, knowing the thoughts of the Jewish Religious Leaders about His claim to forgive people’s sins, asks the people who were there which they thought was harder for Him to do, 1) to forgive sins, or 2) to tell a paralyzed man to get up and walk?  And the obvious answer is that absolutely anyone can CLAIM to have the ability to forgive sins, but to heal a man who’s been a paralytic their whole life is a much harder thing to do … and that only God could do such a work.

And so that everybody in the house knew that Jesus has authority to forgive sins, He tells the man to stand up, pick up the pallet that he’d no doubt spent much of his life lying on, and go home … presumably by walking out the front door.  And the man is immediately and completely healed, even the atrophy of his muscles that had occurred over a lifetime of paralysis is taken care of … and he follows through on Jesus’ command, and carries his bed home.  I love Mark’s description of what the response was in v. 12b … they were all amazed and were glorifying God, saying, “We have never seen anything like this.”

Do you see here how the paralyzed man had his faith tested by Jesus when Jesus told him to take up his bed and walk?  When the man heard Jesus speak these words of forgiveness to him, he had to decide if he really believed in Jesus’ power and ability to forgive sins and perform healing, and THEN whether or not he would stand up, pick up his bed, and then take it home like Jesus commanded him to.  And I see a FOURTH FAITH LESSON for us here this morning …

FAITH LESSON …

The Lord Jesus Christ teaches you and me as His followers a new truth from His Word, and then the next thing you know He asks us to take that new truth on a test drive … to move off the drawing table and to act on what He’s taught us.

What forgiveness, and what healing have you received from God lately?  And what new step of obedience, sacrifice, and surrender are you taking as a result of that forgiveness and healing?
 
I love the four admirable characteristics the writers of The Bible Exposition Commentary point out about this man’s four friends – characteristics you and I as followers of Jesus Christ need to make up our minds we’re going to emulate …
 
We must admire four characteristics of these men, qualities that ought to mark us as “fishers of people” as we journey with others toward Jesus Christ …

FIRST, they were deeply concerned about their friend and wanted to see him helped.

SECOND, they had the faith to believe that Jesus could and would meet their friend’s need.

THIRD, they didn’t simply “pray about it,” but they put some feet to their prayers; and they didn’t permit the difficult circumstances to discourage them.

FOURTH, they worked together and dared to do something different, and Jesus rewarded their efforts.  How easy it would have been for them to say, “There’s no sense trying to get to Jesus today!  Maybe we can come back tomorrow.”
 
This man’s four friends worked together to bring their buddy to Jesus to be healed, and in that sense they represent a microcosm of the church as together, we fulfill The Great Commission Jesus gave us to fulfill before He ascended back to heaven.  As the church, let’s work together to bring those who haven’t yet heard about or responded to God’s invitation to come into a relationship with Him through Jesus Christ.

The end of v. 12 … they were all amazed and were glorifying God, saying, “We have never seen anything like this.”  The Scribes and the Pharisees went away from that house that day believing that Jesus blasphemed God by claiming to forgive sin since this was something that only God could do.  And this is just the beginning of three-years worth of run-ins that Jesus will have with the Scribes, with the Pharisees, and with the Jewish Religious Leaders, and is the very same charge of blasphemy for which Jesus will eventually be crucified.  “God, may our relationship with Your Son, leave us amazed and glorifying You today.  Amen.”

NEXT SUNDAY … COLIN SAXTON TEACHING FROM GOD’S WORD … COME PRAYING AND EXPECTING! 
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