“YOUR SINS ARE FORGIVEN”

Luke 5:1-39

Key Verse: 5:24

“‘But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority

on earth to forgive sins...’” He said to the paralyzed man,

‘I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.’”

In this passage Jesus began to call his disciples. He called them in the hope of the forgiveness of sins. In parallel with the beginning of his discipleship ministry, Jesus also healed a paralytic and a leper. He taught that he is the Son of Man who has authority on earth to forgive sins. He came to call sinners to repentance. The message of the forgiveness of sins is like new wine. When Jesus called disciples, he came to make new wineskins, who live a new life based on the forgiveness of their sins.

I.  Jesus Begins Calling his Disciples (1-11)

Verse 1 says, “One day as Jesus was standing by the Lake of Gennesaret, with the people crowding around him and listening to the word of God…” This verse represents a change in Jesus’ ministry of preaching the gospel. Previously it was Jesus’ custom to teach the people in the synagogue. (4:16,33,44) On this day Jesus stood on the shore of the Lake of Gennesaret and taught the word of God. The people were crowding around him. Probably Jesus’ ministry had grown to such a point that the synagogue setting could not accommodate the crowds adequately. So on this day Jesus taught by the lake. Still the people were crowding around him. This time Jesus saw at the water’s edge two boats, left there by the fishermen, who were washing their nets. He got into one of the boats, the one belonging to Simon, and asked him to put out a little from shore. Then he sat down and taught the people from the boat. (2-3) Jesus’ podium was the bow of a fishing boat. There the Son of God taught the people in the hope that some of the people crowding around him might listen to the word of God.

Verse 4 says, “When he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, ‘Put out into deep water, and let down the nets for a catch.’” Jesus taught the crowds, but when he had finished speaking to them, he spoke directly to Simon. Simon was a fisherman. It was Simon’s boat that Jesus used to teach the people. At the same time, while the people were crowding around Jesus and listening to the word of God, it appears outwardly that Simon was busy with the other fishermen washing their nets. But Jesus spoke personally to this Simon, “Put out into deep water, and let down the nets for a catch.”

Simon initially answered with an objection. “Master, we’ve worked hard all night and haven’t caught anything.” It had been a disappointing night on the job. Simon and his companions had spent the night working as third shift fishermen. They had trolled the lake with their nets to the best of their ability and knowledge, and on this occasion come up empty. Jesus was a carpenter’s son and itinerant preacher; Simon and his companions were professional fishermen. It was not the time to catch fish; it was time to clean their nets and rest up for tomorrow night. But over his own objection, what did Simon do? Verse 5b says, “But because you say so, I will let down the nets.” Simon called Jesus, “Master.” He knew it was not the time or the place to let down the nets for a catch, but he did it because Jesus said so. That is what it meant for Simon to listen to the word of God. He honored the word Jesus spoke as the word of God. Practically it meant doing what Jesus commanded in spite of his reasonable objection. His outward appearance may have given an impression of disinterest, and he did not deny all of the objections that remained in his heart. But Jesus rightly recognized Simon as one in whom the word of God had begun to produce fruit.

What happened? Verses 6-7 say, “When they had done so, they caught such a large number of fish that their nets began to break. So they signaled their partners in the other boat to come and help them, and they came and filled both boats so full that they began to sink.” The result was a truly miraculous catch of fish, enough to sink two fishing vessels. Jesus accepted Simon’s somewhat unreasonable obedience and blessed it in abundance. Here the word of God did not produce miraculous results in a man who had overcome or answered all his own questions. It produced abundant fruit in the man who honored Jesus’ command in spite of his good reasons not to. That was how Simon received Jesus’ teaching as he word of God. And that is where God worked in abundance.

The remarkable catch of fish was not the only miracle. Look at verse 8. “When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, ‘Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!’” Simon Peter was similar to his companions in that he was astonished at the catch of fish they had taken. (9) But he was unique in his response to the astonishing miracle. Instead of trying to deal with the haul of fish that threatened to sink their boats, he instead fell at Jesus’ knees, convicted that he was a sinful man. The combination of his listening to the word of God, obeying Jesus’ command above his own objection and then witnessing the miraculous catch of fish produced in him the confession, “I am a sinful man.” This was the man Jesus called as his disciple. Jesus’ discipleship ministry began with one man’s conviction, “I am a sinful man.” Simon Peter actually pleaded with Jesus, “Go away from me, Lord.” He was fearful when he stood in Jesus’ presence as a sinful man. He was the man Jesus called as his first disciple.

What did Jesus say to Simon? Verse 10b says, “Then Jesus said to Simon, ‘Don’t be afraid; from now on you will catch men.’” The conviction of sin was the first step. But Jesus did not call people to live in fear. He told Simon, “From now on you will catch men.” Jesus called Simon to live as a fisher of men. It meant a new life. The response of the disciples was to pull their boats up on shore, leave everything and follow Jesus. (11) There was much involved in their response. But based on verses 8 and 10b, it is the fundamental trust in the forgiveness of sins. It is the faith that Jesus can make a sinful man to be one who catches men as a disciple of Jesus. They left everything because of the incomparable hope that Jesus who blessed the catch of fish, would bless their obedience in following him even more abundantly. We can assume from verse 10a that the ones who left everything and followed Jesus included not only Simon Peter, but also James and John as well. Jesus called three fishermen in the hope of the forgiveness of sins, the hope of new life.

II.  Jesus Heals a Leper and a Paralytic (12-26)


In these verses Jesus heals two people, a man covered with leprosy and a paralytic.

Verse 12 says, “While Jesus was in one of the towns, a man came along who was covered with leprosy. When he saw Jesus, he fell with his face to the ground and begged him, ‘Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.’” There is no equivalent to leprosy in today’s world. Leprosy in Jesus’ time was somewhat comparable to AIDS in our time, but it was even worse. Lepers were typically isolated in colonies. Their disease was considered far more contagious than AIDS, with the same deadly consequences. On top of this, the Jewish Law considered them unclean as well. They were physically dying, spiritually unclean and without hope in this world.


In spite of this, a man came along who had an advanced case of leprosy. Perhaps a newly diagnosed leper could have a remaining hope to be made clean, but a man who was already covered with leprosy came before Jesus and begged him, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.” The man must have heard about the authority of Jesus’ word to drive out demons and evil spirits. He did not question Jesus’ ability to make him clean. He said, “Lord, if you are willing…” The man came before Jesus as an unclean person. He fell with his face to the ground. He depended on Jesus’ willingness to make him clean. He invited the possibility that Jesus would have such compassion on a man with leprosy.


What did Jesus do? Verse 13 says, “Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. ‘I am willing,’ he said. ‘Be clean!’ And immediately the leprosy left him.” How willing was Jesus to heal this man? He reached out his hand and touched the man. Jesus was willing. He was willing to touch the man who was covered with leprosy. That is the compassion of Jesus for those who come to him in their uncleanness and powerlessness. It is the picture of Simon Peter who fell at Jesus’ knees and said, “I am a sinful man.” Jesus is willing.


Jesus did not just leave the man. After healing the man he ordered him, “Don’t tell anyone, but go, show yourself to the priest and offer the sacrifices that Moses commanded for your cleansing, as a testimony to them.” (14) Jesus had a hope that this man would be a testimony to the compassion and power of Jesus. Jesus’ compassion went beyond healing the leper. It made the man who had been covered with leprosy to be covered with Jesus’ compassion. It made this man new—a testimony even to the religious leaders of God’s power and grace in Jesus, that God, who provided cleansing in the time of Moses, was working through Jesus to cleanse his people again.


What was the result to Jesus’ ministry when the news spread? Verse 15 says, “Yet the news about him spread all the more, so that crowds of people came to hear him and to be healed of their sicknesses.” Jesus’ ministry grew as the result of his teaching the word of God and healing even lepers. But Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed. (16) There was a personal cost to Jesus. He became a very public person. To be away from the crowds and have a chance to pray, Jesus often went to lonely places. Jesus was willing to heal a man covered with leprosy though doing such great and visible work was costly to him. Jesus became a very lonely person in order to heal a man with leprosy. Jesus’ healing ministry and his compassion were given, but for Jesus there was a price to pay. In a sense, Jesus bore the uncleanness and sin of man on himself in order that we may be healed and receive the word of God.


Verse 17 says, “One day as he was teaching, Pharisees and teachers of the law, who had come from every village of Galilee and from Judea and Jerusalem, were sitting there. And the power of the Lord was present for him to heal the sick.” Jesus sent the leper who was healed to the priest, as a testimony of the work of God. Now religious leaders from all over Galilee, and even as far away as Judea and Jerusalem, had come and were sitting there. They came to witness whether Jesus could really heal people, like a man covered with leprosy, as they had heard. Their motive in coming to Jesus was different than that of Simon or the man covered with leprosy. But while they were there, the power of the Lord was present for Jesus to heal the sick.

What happened while they were there? Verses 18-19 say, “Some men came carrying a paralytic on a mat and tried to take him into the house to lay him before Jesus. When they could not find a way to do this because of the crowd, they went up on the roof and lowered him on his mat through the tiles into the middle of the crowd, right in front of Jesus.” These men took extraordinary measures in order to bring the paralyzed man before Jesus, going so far as to climb up on the roof, remove the ceiling tiles and lower the man. It seems risky. But Jesus didn’t see their act as risky or intrusive or extraordinary. According to verse 20 what Jesus saw was their faith. Faith for these men was more than just believing that Jesus had power to heal a paralytic, or even compassion enough to heal him. Faith for these men meant overcoming the obstacle of the large crowd in order to bring the paralyzed man right in front of Jesus. Their faith was not passive, and their faith was not self-directed. Their faith is a reflection of what God did in sending Jesus to dwell among us, and to suffer and die for our sins. Jesus saw their action as faith, because Jesus saw the power of the Lord present there. 

What did Jesus say to the man? When Jesus saw their faith, he said, “Friend, your sins are forgiven.” (20) Jesus did not say, “Your paralysis is gone,” he said, “Your sins are forgiven.” Jesus knew the desperate need of the man to be able to walk. But he knew the even more desperate need of the man to be forgiven of his sins. He forgave the man’s sins first.

When Jesus said this, how did the religious leaders respond? Verse 21 says, “The Pharisees and the teachers of the law began thinking to themselves, ‘Who is this fellow who speaks blasphemy? Who can forgive sins but God alone?’” These men didn’t give voice to their thoughts. They remained in their thinking. They were forced to consider the truth of the forgiveness of sins, but they came to the conclusion that Jesus must be a blasphemer, because only God can forgive sins. At the same time, they didn’t speak their minds. They show that they are men apart from God. Jesus brought them before the Lord and opened their minds to consider the desperate need of the forgiveness of sins. But they remained in their thoughts. What did Jesus do? Verses 22-25 say, “Jesus knew what they were thinking and asked, “Why are you thinking these things in your hearts? Which is easier: to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up and walk’? But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins...” He said to the paralyzed man, ‘I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.’ Immediately he stood up in front of them, took what he had been lying on and went home praising God.” Jesus knew what these religious leaders were thinking. He exposed what was in their hearts and placed it in the light of the word of God. It is not easy to say, “Get up and walk,” to a paralytic. But Jesus did, and the man got up and walked. Not only this, he went home praising God. Jesus made him new. It may not be easy to say, “Get up and walk,” but it is impossible to say, “Your sins are forgiven.” We may have objective evidence of the healing of a paralytic. But sin is what is in the thoughts of a person’s heart. It is unseen. Jesus blessed the religious leaders by exposing the thoughts of their hearts in light of him. Jesus did this so that they might know the authority of the Son of Man to forgive sins. The healing of the paralyzed man was not just the revelation of Jesus’ power to heal, but of his authority to forgive sins. Jesus spoke this to the religious leaders of the time so that they might be healed and forgiven of the sins in their hearts and minds. Some men came to find healing for a friend, some other men came to scrutinize Jesus and his work. Jesus said, “But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins…” Jesus’ healing ministry reveals his unique authority as the Son of Man to forgive sins and give life.

What was the response of everyone there? Everyone was amazed and gave praise to God. They were filled with awe and said, “We have seen remarkable things today.” (26) It is a truly remarkable thing is that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.

III.  Jesus Calls Levi (27-39)

What did Jesus do after healing the paralytic? Verses 27-28 say, “After this, Jesus went out and saw a tax collector by the name of Levi sitting at his tax booth. ‘Follow me,’ Jesus said to him, and Levi got up, left everything and followed him.” This man Levi seems similar to a paralytic. He was a tax collector. He was a betrayer to his own people, at the same time he was not acceptable to any people. He was just sitting there, unable to move. He is a man who got caught up in the tax collecting business for whatever reasons—power, wealth—and found there was nowhere to go from there. Jesus called this man with the simple words, “Follow me.” And Levi got up, left everything and followed him. He did not look like a typical candidate to leave everything. He could have been wealthy. It seems that he left whatever he had collected that day in the tax booth. Jesus saw him as his disciple. Jesus called him to begin a new life. Ultimately the words, “Follow me,” would culminate in the gospel of Matthew, written by a former tax collector. Jesus called Levi in order to write the gospel testimony in his life.

Then what did Levi do? Verses 29-30 say, “Then Levi held a great banquet for Jesus at his house, and a large crowd of tax collectors and others were eating with them. But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law who belonged to their sect complained to his disciples, ‘Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and “sinners”?’” Levi held a great banquet to honor Jesus. He invited many people, including the tax collectors he had come to know. Levi seems very happy and thankful. Somehow there also some Pharisees and teachers of the law present. They had a complaint in their heart about the crowd Jesus was associated with. This time they voiced their complaint, not to Jesus directly, but to his disciples. Jesus answered them, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” (31-32) Here we learn what was involved in Levi obeying Jesus’ command, “Follow me.” It meant receiving Jesus as a sick sinner and following him. It is repentance. Repentance in Levi’s example meant trusting Jesus with the matter of his sin, which could never be healed. It meant receiving the forgiveness of sins and living a new life, as the testimony of the forgiveness of sins. Man can’t be healthy or righteous by avoiding the unrighteous. But a man can repent in light of Jesus’ authority to forgive sins. A man can follow Jesus’ call to repentance.

The Pharisees and the teachers of the law responded to Jesus’ teaching with the same question. They said to him, “John’s disciples often fast and pray, and so do the disciples of the Pharisees, but yours go on eating and drinking.” (33) They were stuck in their old way of thinking about God in their hearts, trying to obey to the best of their understanding and ability. They fasted and they prayed, but they did not recognize their need for the forgiveness of sins. They missed the point of their religious life. 

What was Jesus’ answer? Verse 34-35 say, “Jesus answered, ‘Can you make the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is with them? But the time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; in those days they will fast.’” Jesus is the bridegroom. The time is the time when the bridegroom came. The wedding feast is not the time to fast. There is a time when the disciples will mourn because Jesus will be taken from them. Jesus taught the religious leaders to discern the times when the Son of Man came to them.

Jesus continued in verses 36-39. He told them this parable: “No one tears a patch from a new garment and sews it on an old one. If he does, he will have torn the new garment, and the patch from the new will not match the old. And no one pours new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the new wine will burst the skins, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined. No, new wine must be poured into new wineskins. And no one after drinking old wine wants the new, for he says, ‘The old is better.’” Jesus is the newness. The reason the religious leaders could not accept him was that they clung to the old. Trying to combine the new and old is like trying to patch an old garment with unshrunk cloth. After one wash they are both ruined. Jesus’ teaching is the new wine. Those who receive it are new wineskins. A new wineskin is anyone who receives Jesus’ message of the forgiveness of sins. That person is a new person, a forgiven sinner. This is what is testified in Jesus’ healing ministry, and this is what Jesus’ new disciples testify to us. 

