THE SON OF MAN FORGIVES SINS
Mark 2:1-22

Key Verse: 2:10a
“But that you may know that the Son of Man
has authority on earth to forgive sins…”

In today’s passage, Jesus teaches the truth that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins, and that he came to call sinners. Jesus declares this to be the new life and the new teaching. But is it new for us, or is it the same old message yet again? In this passage we learn to receive the gospel message—the old, old story—as the new teaching every time. Then what is it to live new life through the gospel?
I.  Son, Your Sins are Forgiven (1-12)


Verses 1-2 say, “A few days later, when Jesus again entered Capernaum, the people heard that he had come home. So many gathered that there was no room left, not even outside the door, and he preached the word to them.” Jesus used the city of Capernaum as a home base for his ministry. When he was there before, he had driven an evil spirit out of a man, healed Simon’s mother-in-law and healed many sick and demon-possessed people. (1:21-34) The people were so amazed that everyone was looking for him early the next day. But at that time, Jesus went to other towns and villages in order to preach. Now he returned. And what did Jesus do when he came back? Verse 2b says that he preached the word to them. According to 1:38, that is why he came, to preach. Whenever Jesus preached the word, evil spirits and demons were stirred up. People who were hopelessly ill came to him to be healed. The people had all kinds of needs—desperate needs. To all these people, Jesus preached the word. The word had power to amaze people, to free them, to heal them and give life to them. Jesus did all kinds of miracles. But what he wanted all people to have was the word. 
While Jesus preached the word to them, who came to Jesus? Verse 3 says, “Some men came, bringing to him a paralytic, carried by four of them.” No doubt they wanted to get the man to Jesus for healing. But as Jesus preached, more and more people had gathered until the house wasn’t big enough to hold them, and they began to spill outside the door onto the lawn, and around every window. There was no easy way to come to Jesus. Then how did they manage to get their friend to Jesus? Verse 4 says, “Since they could not get him to Jesus because of the crowd, they made an opening in the roof above Jesus and, after digging through it, lowered the mat the paralyzed man was lying on.” This is unexpected. It would make more sense to us if it said, “Since they could not get him to Jesus because of the crowd, they decided to try again some other time.” It would make more sense if they had made an opening in the crowd. It would make more sense if Jesus had stopped their digging and had them come in the front door, or went out to meet them in the yard. But the author spoke as if this was a natural progression of events: since they couldn’t get the man to Jesus, they did the next thing, which was to dig a hole in the roof and lower a paralyzed man on a mat before Jesus. It is not logical. It is destructive. It is incredibly difficult and dangerous. Think about what they did with a man who was paralyzed, and must have weighed at least around 150 pounds. They took him up on to a roof, then dug a hole in the roof, then lowered the man through the hole on a mat before Jesus. They risked hurting themselves, hurting the man and being rebuked by the people and even Jesus.
We see many different things the more we think about what they did. But what did Jesus see in their act? Verse 5a says, “When Jesus saw their faith…” What could it mean that Jesus saw “faith,” particularly in them? What they did was more like vandalism. Then is faith the justification of their illegal act? Is that what Jesus saw? Probably not. Verse 4 is written with amazing understatement; verse 5a is the same. There is no explanation, rationalization or justification given by the men, by Jesus or by the author. But Jesus sees faith. It is not a human thing, but the creation of life. When Jesus preached the word, there appeared faith among the hearers. When Jesus saw these four and their action, he saw their faith. He saw the hand of God working through the preaching of the word. He saw the kindling of new life in the act. If the kingdom of God was near, they were beating on the door to get in. It was to Jesus “faith,” the beautiful sign of the restoration of God and man. Therefore, what did Jesus say to the paralytic? “Son, your sins are forgiven.” Why might Jesus have said this to the paralytic? It is because he saw faith. Where he saw faith, he saw the truth of the forgiveness of sins in action, fulfilled in these men. Jesus saw the overflowing love of God to heal when he saw their faith.
But why did Jesus start here? The man had an obvious problem. He was paralyzed. He couldn’t walk or maybe even move. What was the problem Jesus saw in the paralytic? Jesus saw the sin problem. We should learn here how Jesus sees people. Jesus who sees faith also sees the truth of sin as a problem. Everyone sees the problem with paralysis. It is a tragedy, because it takes away a person’s ability to function in society, to help themselves, to even walk or eat. But we don’t see the sin problem as Jesus sees it. To Jesus the sin problem is tragic. It is an eternal problem. It is more than a physical problem, it is a problem that God himself bears when men sin. We would rather be able to walk than be forgiven. That’s why this story was so memorable to Mark. Jesus said to the paralytic, “Your sins are forgiven.” There are two things for certain: a paralyzed man will never walk, and a sinner will never come to God. But Jesus came and preached the word. In the story of these men, we see the truth of the forgiveness of sins has come in him and begun its work. We can pray to see this abundant work of life in 120 when the word is preached.
Who else was sitting there? While this piece of the kingdom of God was entering the midst of this home in Capernaum, there were also some teachers of the law sitting there. What was their response to God’s blessing pronounced in their hearing? What were they thinking to themselves and why? Verses 6 and 7 say, “Now some teachers of the law were sitting there, thinking to themselves, ‘Why does this fellow talk like that? He’s blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?’” These religious leaders are the precise contrast to the living word of God which Jesus announced in their hearing. They sat right there, but they remained in their thinking. They were in the presence of the one who had been healing the sick and driving out demons, but they referred to him as “this fellow.” They saw the undeniable work of God and heard the undeniable word of God in Jesus, but they accused him of blasphemy. Though the kingdom of God was near and among them ever since Jesus came, they remained in their thinking. They never opened a crack toward the light of God in Jesus. Instead, they actually accused Jesus about the very thing he came to do: forgive sins. Their accusation was not a small thing. It was the charge that they brought against Jesus that would ultimately have him crucified. (Mk 14:63-64) 

What did Jesus do? Immediately Jesus knew in his spirit that this was what they were thinking in their hearts, and he said to them, “Why are you thinking these things?” (8) Jesus confronted them. Jesus confronted the power of sin in them, which darkened their hearts, which made them reside in the futility of their thinking, far away from God. Jesus came to them with the direct question, “Why are you thinking these things?” Jesus came to expose their sin and duplicity with which they attacked God and crucified him. Jesus knew both their thoughts and their hearts. He didn’t ignore them, and he didn’t attack them. He dealt with the matter of their sin, which made them to accuse Jesus even to death. How different Jesus is. While they wanted to remain in their self-protection, and would eventually crucify the Son of Man, he came to them unprotected and vulnerable, in order to expose the power of sin in them and give life. 

Jesus came to deal with the power of sin. Look at verses 9-10a. “Which is easier: to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up, take your mat and walk’? But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins...” Which is easier? In one sense they are both impossible. To heal a paralytic? Impossible. To forgive sins? Impossible. Jesus’ question cuts to the root of everything. We live in a world full of impossibility. Nothing is easy, and nothing, frankly, is possible. This is where Jesus comes to meet us, to poke us, to ask us, “Which is easier?” We find it easier to ignore the obvious reality of paralysis and sin which is always before us and in us. Jesus comes to heal and to forgive. For men who can’t even deal with the paralysis issue, Jesus comes, to deal with paralysis, and to deal with sin itself. Who cares about sin? Did these men bring their friend to Jesus for forgiveness, or for healing? But Jesus came to heal as well as to forgive sins. 

What did Jesus want everyone to know? He said, “But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins…” There are a few elements to this. First, Jesus is the Son of Man. Jesus referred to himself as the Son of Man, not only to the crowd here, but also to his accusers. This is significant, because while the Son of Man came to confront the power of sin, he would do it by giving his life as a ransom for many. (10:45) Jesus would bear all of the accusations to death. This is how the truth of the forgiveness of sins came. Second, the Son of Man has authority. He has authority over disease. He has authority over the power of sin. He alone comes to confront sin itself, and he has authority over sin, to expose it as well as to forgive it. Third, he has authority on earth. This authority is God’s authority. But Jesus has such authority on earth ever since he came. That means that the rule of God and the power of God over sin is revealed on earth in the Son of Man. Fourth, to forgive sins. The authority is revealed not in the destruction of the power of sin or the accusers or sinners. Rather it is revealed on earth in the truth of the forgiveness of sins. If the truth of the forgiveness of sins has appeared on earth, then the kingdom of God is surely near. If the truth of the forgiveness of sins has appeared on earth, then God has appeared to us. To know verse 10a then is to know the gospel. “But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins…” Jesus spoke these words to more than just his accusers. He spoke these words to all who were living in the world of impossibility, even while he stood in their presence. He spoke these words to all people who had experienced being defeated by the power of sin, who lived in their thinking, their self-protection and their powerlessness. He preached this word, so that we might know him.
What did Jesus say to the paralytic? Verse 10b-11 say, “He said to the paralytic, “I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.” What happened? He got up, took his mat and walked out in full view of them all. This amazed everyone and they praised God, saying, “We have never seen anything like this!” (12) The healing happened in full view of them all. The forgiveness of sins happened in full view of them all. May God bless my blinded eyes to be awakened to him. The truth of Jesus’ healing and his forgiveness should create the praises of God in us. This joy never comes to us when we remain in our critical scrutiny and analysis of the gospel. It comes when we offer ourselves as we are to the Son of Man, who has authority on earth to forgive sins.
II.  The Calling of Levi (13-17)

Where did Jesus go next and what did he do? Verse 13 says, “Once again Jesus went out beside the lake. A large crowd came to him, and he began to teach them.” The last time Jesus went out by the lake, he called several disciples: Peter, and Andrew, then James and John. This time a large crowd came to Jesus. A large crowd could mean a large ministry, or at least a large number of potential disciples. And who did Jesus see as he walked along? Verse 14 says, “As he walked along, he saw Levi son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax collector’s booth. ‘Follow me,’ Jesus told him, and Levi got up and followed him.” Of all the people that Jesus saw among the crowds, verse 14 tells us that he saw Levi. Certainly his eyes saw everyone. What was so special about, of all people, Levi? What does it mean that Jesus “saw” Levi? There is the impression that he saw Levi differently than the crowds, for he called Levi. Psalm 139:16 describes this as, “Your eyes saw my unformed body. All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be.” When Jesus saw Levi, he saw a disciple, a gospel writer, God’s workmanship. Jesus sees as we don’t see. We see a tax collector. Jesus sees a new creation by the power of God. What did Jesus tell Levi? When Jesus said, “Follow me,” to Levi, what did it mean? It meant the death of Levi the tax collector, and the birth of a disciple of Jesus. It meant the complete abandonment of his life, whatever it had been to this day, and the complete offering of himself to Jesus. Levi got up and followed Jesus. Jesus became his source of wealth and his source of life. At that moment, Levi became Matthew, borne of Jesus.
Where did Jesus go then? Verse 15 says, “While Jesus was having dinner at Levi’s house, many tax collectors and ‘sinners’ were eating with him and his disciples, for there were many who followed him.” Jesus was eating at Levi’s house. Why might Jesus have been there? Certainly it was because he was invited. It was a huge dinner party, attended by all kinds of tax collectors and “sinners.” Levi opened his heart and his house to celebrate his new life by inviting Jesus and all of his friends to eat at his house. Such was the heart of Levi after his calling.

But what question did the teachers of the law who were Pharisees ask when they saw all of this? When the teachers of the law who were Pharisees saw him eating with the “sinners” and tax collectors, they asked his disciples: “Why does he eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?” (16) This was the question of the Pharisees, but isn’t it the question of Christians as well? In this case, Jesus was mingling with the “unclean,” associating himself with “sinners.” For Pharisees, this was incomprehensible. Why would he do that? To remain pure before God, one should avoid the unclean. It makes sense. So they asked the disciples about this. Perhaps they would have asked Jesus, but he was inside with the tax collectors and “sinners.” Or perhaps they didn’t want to ask Jesus.
What did Jesus say when he heard this? Verse 17 says, “On hearing this, Jesus said to them, ‘It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.’” To Jesus, sin is not a sickness to be avoided, but a sickness that must be healed. There is no avoiding sin, for it is living in us. To live a life of avoidance, even with good intention, is to deny the power of sin. It is a delusion, for even if we are shot to Mars in a spaceship, we can’t be isolated from sin. Thank God for Jesus. He didn’t come to isolate sinners; he came to call sinners. His call is the creation power of God. When he called Levi, Levi became new. The power of life can be seen in him. Jesus has power to heal. He has power to make truly well, free from the sin which is unavoidable for a man. Following Jesus is dwelling in the forgiveness of sins today. It is being cleansed moment by moment, even in this word where sin is unavoidable. We always dwell in the question about whether to mingle with “sinners” to help them, or to avoid “sinners” to keep ourselves “righteous.” Through the calling of Levi, Jesus teaches a new thing, his power to heal and forgive sin. We have a new point of reference—not “sinners,” but Jesus. When we follow him as Levi did, Jesus who calls sinners, we dwell in the truth of healing and forgiveness. We can never be “un-sinners,” but we can be sinners called by Jesus.
How can it be? Does God just say, “Whatever. Forget about it.” No. Sin is abhorrent. Sin deserves the full wrath of God. Jesus came to deal with the power of sin. The fact that he calls sinners doesn’t mean that sin is an ignorable thing. But just as Jesus came to the Pharisees, who were unwilling to confront Jesus with the question, Jesus came to confront them, their question, the power of sin itself. If we are dwelling in the truth of the forgiveness of sins, we should know that our life is sustained for all eternity by Jesus, our shelter and sanctuary from God’s wrath on sin. We eat in safety because Jesus bore God’s wrath on sin fully in himself. Can we dwell in the question of how to live anymore? We should rather worship this Jesus, who came to call sinners.
III.  New Wine into New Wineskins (18-22)

What question did some people ask Jesus? Verses 18-19 say, “Now John’s disciples and the Pharisees were fasting. Some people came and asked Jesus, ‘How is it that John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees are fasting, but yours are not?’” The people recognized the difference of Jesus’ ministry. They saw by comparison to the other “religious” people of the time, and they had a reasonable question. How did Jesus answer them? Jesus answered, “How can the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is with them? They cannot, so long as they have him with them. But the time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them, and on that day they will fast.” Jesus answered their question with a kind of parable about the bridegroom. There is one thing a bridegroom and his guests would never do: they would never fast when the bridegroom is right there with them. Jesus is teaching a beautiful truth to us, who always have questions about religious practice. In fact, the question of religious practice is good, for it is the question of how to come to God. Jesus is teaching us that since he came, God has come to us. Since he came, the bridegroom has come to be wed to his holy and virgin and lovely bride. Jesus teaches in this truth that he is the bridegroom, and the ones he calls are his bride. Shouldn’t we be joyful at this time? 
But Jesus said his disciples will fast. When will they fast? They will fast on the day when the bridegroom is taken from them They will fast because they will be like a bride who is separated from her husband right after their wedding day. The fasting will be the longing to be reunited with the bridegroom. Jesus is the bridegroom. He calls as his guests all those who live as called sinners, whose sins are forgiven. For this Jesus would soon meet his own death, so that his guests—his people—may have the joy of life.
Verses 21-22 say, “No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. If he does, the new piece will pull away from the old, making the tear worse. And no one pours new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the wine will burst the skins, and both the wine and the wineskins will be ruined. No, he pours new wine into new wineskins.” In these verses Jesus teaches the truth about the new and old. If a new patch of cloth is sewn onto an old garment, it will rip the entire garment, and both the patch and the garment are ruined. If new wine is poured into an old wineskin, they likewise will both be ruined. We can learn not to mix the old and new. In the same way, when Jesus the Son of Man came, he came with the authority to forgive sins, to call sinners, to give life. He bore our sins on himself. By his coming he declares that the old has gone, the new has come. The old can be the alternating life of sin avoidance or nonchalance. The new is the life as a called sinner, forgiven by the blood of Jesus. The old is the life of religious self-protection, which remains apart from God. The new is the life in Jesus, following him moment by moment as a matter of worship. It is night and day, death and life, old and new. May God bless us to be wholly offered to Jesus like this, and produce life in 120 through us.
