The Joy of Forgiveness

This morning we are going to jump right into Matthew so please turn with me to Matthew chapter nine.


Matthew 9:1-8 – Jesus stepped into a boat, crossed over and came to his own town.  Some men brought to him a paralytic, lying on a mat.  When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven.  At this, some of the teachers of the law said to themselves, “This fellow is blaspheming!”  Knowing their thoughts, Jesus said, “Why do you entertain evil thoughts in your hearts?  Which is easier to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up and walk’?  But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins…” Then he said to the paralytic, “Get up, take your mat and go home.”  And the man got up and went home.  When the crowd saw this, they were filled with awe; and they praised God, who had given such authority to men. 


Consider this account: What is the focus of what Matthew wrote?  The focus in this account is clearly on the statement by Jesus to the paralytic that his sins were forgiven.  What must it have been like for the paralytic to hear that phrase?  We are not told how long this man had been paralyzed, but it could not have been pleasant.  Living before wheel chairs, the paralytic had been dependent upon others to take him places.  Living before cathaders and lifts and hospital beds, it must have been very uncomfortable and humiliating at times to be paralyzed.  Being unable to work and receiving no government aid of any sort, the paralytic must have felt like a burden upon all of those around him.  

Can you imagine being in that state and then hearing that a man was going around performing miracles?  As you lie there you hear them saying that he has healed all sorts of diseases and even driven out demons.  This is your chance!  What is more, your friends are willing to do whatever it takes to get you to this man.  Can you imagine the hope that the paralytic must have felt at this news?  How exciting it must have been to hear that Jesus was close enough to visit.  How exciting it must have been to finally be laid at Jesus’ feet.  


Jesus looked at this man and said, “Take heart.”  Literally, he said, “Have courage.”  This is good.  The miracle worker is encouraging our paralytic.  He must have felt relief to be received so well by Jesus.  However, what must he have thought next when Jesus pronounced, “Your sins are forgiven”?  You get the impression that Jesus considered this sufficient reward for the paralyzed man and was about to go on to other things.  Others are healed of their leprosy, their epilepsy, their fevers, and even their demons and all you get is, “Your sins are forgiven”?!  How would you feel at this pronouncement?  Disappointed?  Confused?  Even angry?  How would you have responded?  The fact is, nothing in this account indicates that the paralytic was unhappy at this point.  


One of the problems we face as Christians is that we are far too used to the ideas of scripture without really feeling them.  What is more, we are often more influenced by our society than we realize.  Consider: You are about to sit down to dinner when the phone rings.  You pick it up without thinking and realize that you are about to have a long and unpleasant conversation.  The person on the other end asks for you and you respond with, “I’m sorry, he’s not here right now.”  You lie.  Then, problem solved, you sit down, bow your head, and ask God’s blessing on the meal you are about to eat.  Over the meal you get to sharing the rumors you heard about someone else in the church with the person you are eating with.  You gossip.  Having finished your dinner you go online and find a fellow Christian with whom you disagree.  You get upset with what is said and rip him apart online in a way you would never do to his face.  You are mean and rude and unloving.  Your computer time done, you head to bed being sure to pray before you go to sleep.  Put in this way, doesn’t this all sound a little disconnected and silly?  Yet, we tend to do things like this without even thinking about it.  We do not share God’s view of sin.  Let’s do a little run through the Bible together.

Genesis 2:16-17 – And the Lord God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.”


Habakkuk 1:13a – Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrong.


Romans 6:23a – For the wages of sin is death…


Hebrews 9:22 – In fact, the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood, there is no forgiveness.


1 Peter 3:12 – For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their prayer, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil.


Proverbs 15:3 – The eyes of the Lord are everywhere, keeping watch on the wicked and the good.

Since the beginning God has been clear: Sin deserves death; eternal death.  The Lord is against the unrighteous.  The Lord abhors sin and cannot approve of it.  Sin is an offense against God himself and so is very serious.  From that small lie to get out of a phone call to murder, sin deserves God’s wrath and punishment and, ultimately, death.  This is the consistent testimony of scripture.  What is more, we are told repeatedly in scriptures that God’s eyes are everywhere.  This is nothing we can say or do or feel or think that the Lord does not know about.  There is nothing in all of creation hidden from God.  We forget this fact and we forget the seriousness of sin.  We fail to feel the shame that we should feel knowing that God sees when we do wrong.  Our sins are not mere mistakes or failures, they are offenses against God which he sees and condemns.  


Go back to our paralytic now.  In Jesus’ time there was a common belief, totally unscriptural, that people with diseases or disabilities were in their predicaments because they were worse sinners than other people.  Being a paralytic meant that many people simply assumed you were a bad person in some way and that God was exceptionally displeased with you.  Our paralytic KNEW that he was a sinner and was reminded of it every day that he couldn’t walk.  He KNEW what sin was and that it separated him from God and God’s people.  He likely believed he was facing God’s punishment.


Now, go back to Jesus’ statement to this man that his sins are forgiven.  Being paralyzed is one thing, actually knowing that you are a bad person and living in shame and guilt is another.  How great must this man’s relief have been at hearing it pronounced that his sins were forgiven?  Imagine the relief, the weight lifted, and the joy at the pronouncement.  
It was like this paralytic was this little whiteboard I have.  Everyone saw the outside and concluded that it needs a few stitches and some fixing up.  Jesus saw the real problem on the inside – the sin.  Jesus wiped it and sent the man home with a clean slate.  To have the slate wiped is an incredible gift.  Not everyone is as oblivious to divine forgiveness as we tend to be.


The scribes, for one, were certainly NOT oblivious to divine forgiveness.  They KNEW that only GOD could forgive sins.  With Jesus claiming to forgive sins they concluded that he was guilty of blasphemy, claiming to be equal to God.  If Jesus was not God, then they were right.  Jesus, however, healed the paralyzed man as proof of his ability to forgive.  The physical healing was not the point – the forgiveness of the man’s sins was the issue.  This man went walking home knowing that his sins were forgiven.  Everyone else present praised God for granting the forgiveness of sins as well.  Everyone present recognized this incredible gift and stood amazed.  When was the last time you stood amazed at the prospect of forgiveness?  When was the last time you were really amazed that the slate could be wiped clean and a second chance given?   Let’s go on in Matthew.


Matthew 9:9-13 – As Jesus went on from there, he saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax collector’s booth.  “Follow me,” he told him, and Matthew got up and followed him.  While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew’s house, many tax collectors and “sinners” came and ate with him and his disciples.  When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?”  On hearing this, Jesus said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.  But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’  For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”  


 After Jesus proves that he has the authority to forgive sins he goes and calls a tax collector to follow him.  Several years ago the cartoon “Veggie Tales” did a Christmas special with a song in the middle.  The song was all about one veggie waiting for Santa with a plate of cookies to give him.  There is a knock at the door but instead of Santa, a Viking is at the door.  The veggie invites the Viking in and gives him a cookie for Christmas even though the Viking threatened him.  The same scene is repeated when a bank robber shows up.  When the door is opened a third time a Veggie announces, “I’m an agent of the IRS.”  Larry immediately closes the door on this veggie without inviting him in even at Christmas.  We have a cultural dislike of tax agents.

In Jesus’ time, tax collectors were even lower on the social scale.  They worked for the Romans who were hated as invaders.  Tax collectors were looked upon the way many Muslims look upon Iraqis who work as translators for the U.S. army.  Not only were tax collectors considered traitors, but they often over charged people’s taxes in order to supplement their own income.  They oppressed their countrymen while working for the enemy.  They were sinners with whom the righteous would have nothing to do.  


Matthew, a public sinner vilified by his community, was called to follow Jesus.  The miracle worker so obviously from God, the messiah, called Matthew and went to his home.  As opposed to the religious leaders in chapter eight who came up with excuses NOT to follow Jesus, Matthew left his tax booth and followed Jesus the rest of his life.  He recognized that this was his chance.  He saw the opportunity to have his life changed by Jesus.  His slate was wiped clean and he took Jesus home to celebrate.  

When the Pharisees objected to Jesus’ eating with sinners, Jesus replied that the sick need the doctor, not the healthy.  He explained that he had come to call sinners!  To a people used to despising all who were not born Israelite and who would not associate with known sinners, Jesus was shocking.  To the sinners, Jesus must have been a source of relief and joy.  They could be cleansed!  They could be wiped clean and given a second chance.  Jesus had come for them.  They rejoiced like a cancer patient just told a one pill cure has been found.


Why were the sinners celebrating with Jesus while the Pharisees were rebuked by him?  Jesus told them understand what is meant by “I desire mercy and not sacrifice.”  This was a quote of Hosea 6:6, a passage in which the religious leaders of Israel were accused of loving God in show only.  God in this passage describes their love for him as a morning mist which vanishes quickly.  They kept up all the external appearances of righteousness, but their hearts were far from God.  Rather than sacrifice, God wanted them to be righteous.  Jesus was calling for the Pharisees to realize their own sin and come to him for the cure.  He wanted them to recognize that they were not loving people or God and so to repent and be forgiven.  The Pharisees weren’t rejoicing with the tax collectors because they did not feel they needed forgiveness.  Had they recognized their need they would have rejoiced to have it freely from Jesus.  This brings us to the confused Baptists.

Matthew 9:14-17 – Then John’s disciples came and asked him, “How is it that we and the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?”  Jesus answered, “How can the guests of the bridegroom mourn while he is with them?  The time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; then they will fast.”  “No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch will pull away from the garment, making the tear worse.  Neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins.  If they do, the skins will burst, the wine will run out, and the wineskins will be ruined.  No, they pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are preserved.  


John the Baptist’s disciples followed the regular Jewish customs of fasting and were troubled to see Jesus at parties.  Why should Jesus have so much fun while they denied themselves food?  Jesus’ answer is that fasting is inappropriate as long as he is present because fasting has to do with mourning.  Fasting while Jesus is present is like mourning at a wedding – it just doesn’t fit.  Jesus is doing what only God can do: calling and forgiving sinners.  This calls for rejoicing rather than displays of sorrow!  Rather than keeping up old traditions such as fasting, Jesus called them to respond to what he was doing and to change their outlook.  The New Wine of his ministry didn’t fit the Old Wineskin way of being righteous through rituals such as fasting.  Instead, Jesus called them to rejoice that sinners were being saved.


Jesus did say there would be a time to fast when he was taken away.  Indeed, when Jesus was crucified his followers were in mourning until the resurrection.  Now, Jesus is present with us always, even to the end of the age as he has promised.  Still, today, sinners are being forgiven and saved.  Slates are being wiped clean by Jesus and second chances are being given.  These are causes to rejoice!


It is a sad thing to see Christians who are always down about life and who say that they never see God work.  At the very least they experience the miracle of Christ’s forgiveness every time they sin!  If you wanted to jump up every week during praise time and exclaim, “God forgave another sin this week” you would be perfectly justified and we would all be wrong not to rejoice with you.  


It is also sad to see Christians walking around in shame looking like the condemned.  It is true, sin is a very serious thing.  When we are engaged in sin, we should feel guilty and ashamed.  However, when we repent and ask forgiveness, God forgives and we rejoice at the miracle.  


Today, will you recognize what an incredible gift you have been given in having your sins forgiven?  Will you celebrate that Jesus has called you to himself and wiped your slate clean?  Those physical healings will pass away one day.  The paralytic eventually grew old and died.  The forgiveness of sins means that we are free to live on with a loving God forever.  Will you celebrate that fact and live with joy?


Now, one final thought.  Beyond rejoicing, what will you do with your second chance?  Do you all know a relative or a friend who has gotten into some debt?  Perhaps this person went a little wild with the credit cards and now is without work and sinking fast.  If you went and bailed that person out by paying his debt, what would you want him to do with his second chance?  Would you want him to thank you and go get another credit card and then buy a camper for a vacation?  Would you want him to simply keep out of debt?  Would you want him to learn responsibility and start working and using his money well?  My guess is that most of us would want our friend to learn from his past experience, be grateful for the second chance, and make the most of it.


If someone gave you a brand new Cadillac and promised to keep your insurance current, would you then refuse to buy your benefactor a cheeseburger the next day?  Would you refuse to give him a ride if he requested it?  Would you trash the car?  Most of us, in that situation, would be so grateful we would buy our friend a great dinner and willingly offer to drive him places.  We would be excited about the car and take great care of it.  


God has wiped away a debt greater than any financial hole you will ever dig yourself into.  God has given you a gift greater than any car.  Will you live like these things are true?  Will you live with joy and peace knowing that your sins are forgiven?  Will you gladly use your second chance to do more than just try to keep your slate clean?  Will you love the Lord for the gift he has given you?


In another place Jesus says that those who have been forgiven much love much while those who have been forgiven little love little.  Realize that you have been forgiven much and choose to love much in return.

