“So That You May Know”

July 30, 2006

Mark 2:1-12

We continue our series through the Gospel of Mark this morning, looking at one of the better known episodes: the healing of the paralytic. When I was a kid, this made one of the great flannel board presentations in Sunday School, where Mrs. Warren first put up the house where Jesus was teaching, then marched the four men carrying the pallet with the paralytic up the steps, pantomimed the digging, and then opened the door of the house to show where Jesus would have been to see them lower the paralytic into the room.

I invite you to open up your Bibles to Mark 2 and follow along as I read. 

(Mark 2:1-12)

Now, here’s the thing about Mark and these gospel narratives: they are so rich with material that there are any number of ways to go with a sermon. 

For example, we could talk about the importance of faith; that is, how the men carrying the paralytic must have really believed that Jesus could heal their friend because they went to extraordinary lengths in order to get Jesus to look at him. That sermon would focus on faith triumphing over adversity (as the friends were not discouraged or defeated by the crowd blocking their way); faith requiring perseverance (as they climbed the outside steps and dug into the roof to have the chance to lower down their friend); and faith resulting in outcomes that fulfill the prayer yet are unexpected and unforeseen (as Jesus declares the man’s sins forgiven and then as an afterthought and as part of an argument with the scribes, tells the man to get up take his mat and go home.) In other words, the narrative lends itself towards preaching a sermon on faith.  But that’s not the sermon I have for you this morning.

Another tack would be to talk about Jesus in the midst of this account: how he was preaching the word, how the ceiling must have seemed like it was caving in on him, and how he looks up to see the extraordinary faith of the friends who would be willing to dig into their neighbor’s roof in order to lower a paralytic man in front of him.  I can see Jesus checking his speaking notes and saying, “Well, this is not exactly what I had planned to talk about; but, OK.” This sermon would be to talk about how God’s heart is moved when we act in faith. It is to talk about persistence in hope, about God’s joy and humor in watching us as his children, and how Jesus then takes this moment to reveal something bigger than anyone had anticipated. This is the “how big and wonderful is your God” sermon. And that’s not the sermon I have for you this morning, either. 

The sermon I have for you this morning is something that struck me as I started meditating on this passage: it is the encounter with the scribes. You see, this is not a typical healing story where the problem is presented, Jesus makes note of faith, and then a healing occurs. Mark has other accounts both before and after where that is the case. Here, however, Mark drops in this event because of the confrontation between Jesus and the Scribes, the churchmen of his day. I want to narrow our focus onto this part of the encounter because it has some profound things to say to you and to me about how we understand Jesus and how we understand the church.

1. Jesus’ agenda is bigger and beyond our expectation.

What we have in the account of Jesus’ healing of the paralytic is the first real confrontation between Jesus and the church authorities of his day.  It is the first of several such confrontations. Without any kind of warning, Mark just drops in this little detail like it was a given; crowded inside the house were “scribes.”

The scribes were like the theological union or guild; that is, these were men who had paid dues in education and training to be consider the professionals of their day. Jesus, who had returned to Capernaum – the scene of his initial preaching and action – was on display and these guys were going to have a good hard look at him. 

Though they get some pretty critical ink – description – in Mark, it is not difficult to see who these guys were. They were devoted to the Law – the authority of Scripture – and the oral traditions they had received from their elders. They were looking out for themselves, yes, but they also could have understood that it was their job to spot frauds and con men. A few years ago, Steve Martin made a movie called “Leap of Faith” about a traveling con man who ran tent revivals and specialized in “healings.” The scribes were the guys who kept their townfolks from being hoodwinked by charlatans.

So, there they are listening to Jesus proclaim the message – remember from Mark 1? – “The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news of the gospel.” They would have been listening to the teaching as skeptics, and would have been doing their best Ebert and Roper analysis. Thumbs up/thumbs down. You know this is true because we all do it. Some of you are doing it right now – after the service, you will compare notes with your friends and critique the sermon. Don’t worry, I don’t blame you. I do it, too, and I’m preaching!

Anyway, in the midst of Jesus’ discourse, the paralytic man is lowered through the roof. That’s where things get interesting.

Jesus looks up, sees the friends; then, he looks at the man and says, “Son, your sins are forgiven.”

This is like a lightning bolt coming out of the blue. It is a show stopper. It is one of those times when people shake their heads and think, “What? Did he say what I think he said?”

Here’s why that’s a show stopper. God is the only one who can forgive sins. That was the upshot of the Exodus text we read today. God alone has the authority and power to forgive sins. But we need to pay attention to what is happening here; the scribes do not accuse Jesus of claiming to be God; rather, they are thinking that he is blaspheming against God by claiming to do what only God can do.  This is what Steve Martin does in “Leap of Faith.” He does not say he is God, but he pretends to be able to do what only God can do. That’s blasphemy. 

And blasphemy is a big deal. It is a crime and it is punishable by death.  It is the charge that ultimately will be used to convict Jesus and to bring Jesus to the attention of the Romans with a request to have Pilate sentence him to death on the cross.  Here, however, Mark uses it to illustrate how Jesus confronts the religious power of the day. At this point, the scribes have not thought the issue through; by the time we get to the last of these early confrontation accounts, in 3:6, “The Pharisees went out and immediately conspired with the Herodians against him, how to destroy him.” We’ll get there, we’re not there yet. Instead, at this point, we have the opening round in this confrontation between Jesus and the religious authorities.

Jesus turns to the scribes and he asks them, “Why do you raise such questions in your hearts?” 

The scribes understood their role to be to protect the law as they knew it. Jesus’ teaching and action fulfilled the law as God intended it. “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.” That’s what the LORD says in Isaiah 55. There’s a difference and it is that difference that lead Jesus to the cross. 

There is a humility that is necessary when we are dealing with God and God’s creation. This is why God tells us to meditate on his word night and day, to not deviate from it to either the right or to the left. That is the crux of this encounter: who controls the agenda? Jesus makes it clear that he does – not the crowds, not the religious authorities, not the Romans.  Not the conservatives who say, “you can’t do that, we’ve always done it this way.” Not the liberals who say, “that was then, this is now.” There is only one with authority; that’s Jesus.

And, as Jesus goes on to say, “So that you know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins” – and he said to the paralytic – “I say to you, stand up, take your mat and go to your home.” Jesus took away any ambiguity about his meaning and demonstrated his authority to declare the forgiveness of sins.

Jesus deliberately uses this event to make a strong declaration of his authority. But beyond that, he demonstrates that his agenda – his purpose, his message, his actions, and his life – is bigger than the scribes’. 

2. We are called to believe in Jesus personally.

Why is Mark relating this account? If we remember that early believers were a mixture of Jew and Gentile, that early believers struggled to understand their relationship in the synagogue, and that early believers were subject to persecution from the Roman authorities, we begin to understand why Mark is sharing this story. Mark’s point is: Jesus is the fulfillment of the law, he is personally the promised One of God, and he does have the authority to command us to come, follow him. Institutional church and governments do not hold any higher claim of loyalty than the personal relationship with Jesus. 

The tendency in the early church was for believers to be confronted by Jews who were trying to get them to conform to old ways. Paul’s letter to the Galatians is one example. The letter to the Hebrews is another. As Jesus does in this episode, so Mark is telling the church: “Loyalty is to Jesus; not to an institution that would deny his authority.”

This speaks to us today. It is a difference worth noting here. We do not worship the church, we are a church that worships the risen Lord Jesus Christ. The church exists to worship Jesus Christ. Jesus is the head of the church, but the institutional structure of the church cannot be mistaken for being Jesus. Our loyalty is to Jesus, our call is to be joined together in worshiping him. Our joining together is for the purpose of proclaiming Jesus Christ, to share the good news with the lost, and to encourage one another. 

Let me put it this way: Presbyterians are part of the Reformed tradition. Our heritage comes from a time when believers were thrown out of the Roman Catholic Church. The tipping point for the Reformation was the practice of indulgences – wherein people could pay priests to pray for their deceased loved ones to “get them out of jail free” early. There was even an advertising jingle, “As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs.” Not quite “plop, plop, fizz, fizz, oh what a relief it is,” but it’s not bad for the 1500’s. The campaign was a fundraiser for the construction of the Vatican. The institutional church promoted this as a good thing; it was completely inconsistent with Scripture.

The slogan of the Reformation – traced back to Martin Luther’s posting of the 95 theses on the Wittenberg Door challenging the practice of indulgences – included five sola’s” – “ alones”: faith alone, grace alone, scripture alone, Christ alone, and for the glory of God alone. These “alones” were established to address corruption and error in the institutional church. The church itself had fallen into error; it had taken on the authority to speak for God inconsistently with the word of God. 

The same thing for Jesus and the scribes who are listening and sitting judgment of him. They were basing their assessment on whether Jesus was consistent with their tradition rather than seeing whether their tradition was consistent with the word of God.

The last century saw several vivid, horrible examples of the institutional church acting counter to the word of God. Think of the nationalizing of the Lutheran Church by Nazi Germany. Think of the Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa supporting Aparthied. Think of the Protestant churches with clergy who supported and encouraged the genocide of the Tutsi’s in Rwanda during the mid-1990’s. Blindly following church leaders without clinging to Jesus as he is revealed in Scripture is to misplace loyalty and trust.

Even in our own denomination, we have had less murderous examples, but erroneous nonetheless. In recent years there have been attempts to “Reimagine God.” There have been attempts to suggest that Christianity is too exclusive; that we need to open our minds other options for salvation. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), of which Chula Vista Presbyterian Church is a part, is in crisis over this very issue. In the last five years alone, some of the most significant controversies have involved debates about “What’s the big deal about Jesus?” That phrase, by the way, came from a Presbyterian minister speaking at denominationally sponsored conference in which he argued that “Jesus is like a window through which God’s light shines, but there are many other windows.” There are advocates for pluralism in the midst of the church, arguing that all roads lead to heaven.  

In the garden of Gesthemene, Jesus “threw himself on the ground and prayed that, if it were possible, this hour would pass from him.” (Mark 14:35). It was not possible. This is the only way. Jesus, in our passage this morning, asked the scribes, “Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Stand up and take your mat and walk.’” Jesus knew the cost of saying, “Your sins are forgiven,” and he says it anyway. The miracle backs up his authority to declare and make manifest that forgiveness. Only Jesus, only Jesus.

3. Conclusion

So, the message here this morning is that the gospel will bring you into conflict with earthly authorities – even those in the church who are charged with passing along the faith once received. We need to cling to the Jesus – Jesus who has the authority to forgive sins, Jesus who has the authority to heal us of all those things that paralyze us physically, emotionally, and spiritually – we need to cling to that Jesus who loved us so fully that he went to the cross for us, died for us and was raised again that we might have life. Life like the leper from last week, life like the paralytic this week.  

We must be prepared to cling to Jesus even when earthly authorities try to pull us away. We need to cling to Jesus even when we hear that the cross is too exclusive. We need to cling to Jesus when we hear that the church needs to be more tolerant. We need to cling to Jesus because he calls us to cling to him. 

He says, “So that you know that the Son of Man has authority on earth.” Jesus has authority. There is none other. After the resurrection, Peter says, “There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.” (Acts 4:12). Paul says in Romans, “in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all of creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

You see, when Jesus says, “So that you may know,” that’s a word of comfort. That’s a word of good news. That is a word of authority, spoken for our benefit. That is our hope, our assurance, our salvation. He is able. We know.

When Jesus says, “So that you may know,” that’s a word of command. It is a word of lordship. It is a word of commissioning. It is our job to share Jesus: Christ crucified, Christ raised from the dead, Christ ascended into heaven. It is the good news, it is the only good news we have. Ah, yes, but it is good news that we know,

Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so. Little ones to him belong, they are weak but he is strong. Yes, Jesus loves me; yes, Jesus loves me; yes, Jesus loves me, the Bible tells me so.”

In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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