A Sermon preached by Christine Simpson                                                                                 on Sunday 24th October 2010 in St Marys, Market Drayton

SS3 Matthew 9 v1-7                  (1John 1 v5- 2 v2)

“When Jesus Confronts the World …….. people are forgiven”

 This morning we again find Jesus confronting the world – a world very much influenced by the religious leaders of that time; a world in which rules and regulations, social conventions and conformity came above mercy, compassion and care for others- a world in which people were readily rejected, judged and condemned - but Jesus was prepared to confront this world, to invite criticism, accusation and worse, so that people could be forgiven, released from guilt and set free to live and love as God intended. 

Imagine what it would be like to be paralysed – completely helpless – totally dependent on other people for every aspect of your personal care, unable to get out of bed, let alone leave your home, unless someone was prepared to take you. It’s a horrifying thought. A few months ago, Melanie Reid, a writer for the “Times”, suffered severe spinal injuries in a riding accident. She now writes her column from her hospital bed and, although she often does so in an amusing way, the story of her battle to adjust to her new life - of the sheer physical and emotional effort to regain some strength in her arms, to simply be able to get out of bed and into a wheelchair is at times pretty harrowing.

Of course, the paralysed man in this morning’s gospel reading wouldn’t have had the benefit of medication, physiotherapy and a whole range of aids and equipment to help him. All he had were his friends – but what friends! They were determined to take him to Jesus. They had faith that he would be healed. I wonder if the paralysed man shared their faith.  Did he beg them to take him to Jesus, or was he taken there against his will? – carried and jolted along, fearful of being dropped, especially as Luke’s gospel tells us there was such a large crowd that his friends had to take him up onto the roof, cut a hole in it, and lower him down. Not the most comfortable of journeys I should imagine! 

Then, after all the lengths they’d gone to, instead of the miraculous healing they were all hoping for, Jesus said, “Take heart, son, your sins are forgiven.” Bit of a let down, really. But, of course, these people, especially the religious leaders, believed that sin and suffering were inextricably linked together. Sickness was seen as a punishment for sin. In another healing story, when Jesus was asked whether a sick man or his parents had sinned, he replied that none of them had. Yet here Jesus appears to link sin to the man’s condition. Perhaps the man believed he deserved his illness. If he hadn’t been assured of forgiveness, he may have been unable to receive his healing. Perhaps he had led a sinful life, and was now overcome with feelings of guilt. For whatever reason, Jesus knew that this man’s greatest need was to be assured of forgiveness.
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It’s interesting, too, that the man was paralysed. The Greek word for “to forgive” also means, “to liberate”. Guilt, like fear, can be a paralysing emotion. It can immobilise us and prevent us from moving on in our lives. Francis MacNut, is the author of several books on healing. He writes, “The first and deepest kind of healing that Christ brings is the forgiveness of our sins…What I have come to see, though, is how intimately the forgiveness of sins is connected with bodily and emotional healing. They are not separate…This connection of sin and sickness is now being brought to our attention, not just by the church, but by psychologists and doctors who recognise that much physical sickness has an emotional component.” Of course, this doesn’t mean that God causes us to be ill in order to punish us for our sins, but emotions, such as stress, anxiety, fear, guilt, anger, bitterness etc often do have a great impact on our physical well-being.

In the case of the paralysed man, Jesus made it clear that his physical healing couldn’t be separated from his forgiveness. In doing so, he confronted the Pharisees who accused him of blasphemy. Of course it can be easy to just tell someone they are forgiven; far more difficult to make a paralysed man stand up and walk. By healing this man, setting him free to move on physically as well as spiritually, Jesus demonstrated that he wasn’t speaking empty words - he did indeed have the authority to forgive. 

Moving on from there, Jesus called Matthew, a tax-collector, to follow him and then went to eat at his house, alongside many tax-collectors and sinners. Not surprisingly, the Pharisees regarded this behaviour as totally immoral. No orthodox Jew would consider going to eat with anyone who didn’t share the same religious beliefs and moral values. They were far too concerned with preserving their own holiness; instead of trying to help, they much preferred to judge and condemn. They were like doctors who refused to visit the sick in case they became infected by disease, whereas Jesus went where the need was greatest and offered hope, healing and restoration. 

As far as the religious Jews were concerned, Matthew  was beyond the pale, unclean, forbidden even to attend the synagogue – yet Jesus called him to be his disciple. Tax-collectors were generally hated - I suspect they aren’t too popular now! Perhaps if such a person were to demonstrate that his life was totally changed and then agreed to obey all the religious rules he just might eventually find acceptance. But that isn’t Jesus’ way. He doesn’t say if you change, I will love you.” His way is to accept first; to reach out, invite, and offer the opportunity to change. No doubt Jesus recognised Matthew’s potential, but he was still prepared to take a risk and to confront and defy the accusations of the religious leaders. Because, as he said, he came, not to call the righteous, but sinners – for it was only those who knew how much they really needed him who would be willing to accept his invitation. And isn’t this still true?

Although those Pharisees were quick to judge others they were unwilling to recognise their own selfishness and hypocrisy, unable to admit they might need forgiveness too. Our reading from 1John warns us that if we claim to be without sin, we are just deceiving ourselves. Of course, it might all depend what we regard as sin. In fact, many people outside the church would struggle to understand the term. 
(3)

Much of what the Bible refers to as sin is now regarded as perfectly acceptable by many people. It can be very difficult to accept that we are guilty of harming others, of behaving selfishly or deceitfully. It sometimes appears that it’s OK to do as you like as long as you don’t get caught. 

At the other end of the scale, there are those who are overwhelmed by guilt and shame, unable to receive forgiveness, unable to forgive themselves. Yet Jesus confronts both these attitudes. He gives us the courage to move out of the darkness of both denial and self- condemnation into the light of honest self-awareness and acceptance. It’s only because Jesus was prepared to confront the world that we can truly be forgiven. His message of love, acceptance and forgiveness was radical. It didn’t fit into the old legalistic system. It required a new way of looking at people, not with criticism and condemnation but with love and compassion; a new way of serving God, not in fear of judgement but with thanksgiving and joy. The new wine of the Kingdom that Jesus offered couldn’t be poured into the old wineskins of prejudice and complacency.

John tells us that Jesus is “the atoning sacrifice for our sins and for the sins of the whole world.” By his death on the cross, Jesus confronted and overcame all the power of sin and death; all the satanic powers of evil. Through his death and resurrection, he made it possible for all people to receive God’s forgiveness and enter into a new and living relationship with Him. He offers us the same forgiveness that he gave to the paralysed man – a forgiveness freely offered out of love; a forgiveness that doesn’t demand we should jump through a set of legalistic hoops or wallow around in a mire of guilt.  All we have to do is accept his offer, but that can be harder than it sounds. First we have to admit to ourselves, and to God, that we do need forgiveness. Then we have to ask, and having asked we have to allow God to liberate us from our guilt and then we need to believe that we are forgiven, without  doubting this fact. Sometimes we can struggle with this. It can be freeing to ask someone we trust to pray with us and to assure us of forgiveness. As God forgives us, so he asks us to forgive those who hurt us, and this, too, can be very hard. Jean Vanier writes;

When we judge or accuse people, is it not because we are unable to accept the truth of our own brokenness? We accuse, judge and condemn others because, unconsciously, we are judging ourselves….Jesus calls us to face the truth, not to judge or condemn, but to accept that we are selfish, unable to love as truly we might. He calls us to forgive ourselves and to ask forgiveness for all the hurts we have committed towards others, for all the acts of love and justice that we have not done; for all our indifference to those who are weak and broken.

As we become conscious of God’s forgiveness, we learn to forgive others. As we enter into a new and deeper communion with God, our real self begins to emerge. We begin to love others as God loves them. If God forgives us with all the dirt and mess inside of us, then we can forgive others with all the dirt and mess inside of them. But it is a real struggle to forgive. Jesus came to liberate us by the power of his Holy Spirit so that we can gradually enter into this process of forgiveness. Forgiveness is a new force that comes from God.
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When we truly receive the forgiveness that God offers us and when we determine to forgive those who hurt us – to look on them with compassion and unconditional acceptance, offering them the opportunity and the environment in which to grow and change, instead of demanding they first accept our rules and values - then we are following Jesus’ example in confronting the attitudes of the world around us. 
Through his Spirit, Jesus is with us, giving us the desire and the strength to receive forgiveness, and to forgive - and when Jesus confronts the world, people are forgiven. 
