Sunday 11 July 2010 : Matthew 9 : 1-8
Once again today we find in Matthew a shorter version of a famous and dramatic story told more fully in Mark’s gospel, and presumably so well-known throughout the church by the time this gospel was written, 20-odd years later, that Matthew feels it’s not necessary to repeat all the details. In Mark 2 we see that this miracle happened inside someone’s house and, because the house was bursting at the seams with people keen to hear what Jesus had to say, unorthodox measures were taken to make sure the paralysed man got through the tightly-packed crowds to come to Jesus’ attention. 

This ingenious improvisation involved making a hole in the roof and lowering the guy down on a stretcher right in front of Jesus’ nose. One or two passing comments on this. First, it’s not normally considered good form to carry out unauthorised structural works on someone else’s property. We are not told how the householder reacted to this, and I think we’ll just leave that one out on the washing line to flap about. 

Second, it’s not normally considered good form either to start messing about with a crowbar or a circular saw while someone is preaching. Again, I leave it to your fertile imagination what was going through the minds of the worshippers as they tried hard to concentrate on what Jesus was saying while there was much banging and clattering and plaster dust drifting down on their heads like wee snowflakes. For that matter, I wonder how Jesus handled the interruption. Maybe he just stopped, and waited.
Maybe Jesus realised that he was about to be served on a plate, or at least a stretcher, possibly THE visual aid of all time. What was to happen to this man would illustrate his sermon in a way that NO-ONE would ever forget. As the stretcher hit the floor with a thud, as the ropes holding the stretcher slithered to the ground beside him, as the expectant faces of his friends peered through the new air-conditioning vent in the roof, as the congregation, already packed like sardines, practiced synchronised breathing just to accommodate the new arrival, Jesus looked down and saw right into the man’s heart.

And what Jesus said to him is maybe a bit surprising. We might have expected him to say : Get up and walk. But he didn’t. He said : Take heart, son, your sins are forgiven.  This is one of those webcam moments. By which I mean – wouldn’t it have been fun to watch this incident and see the expressions on people’s faces? The teachers of the Law, true to form, spitting feathers in self-righteous indignation. We’ll not bother with them.
The friends watching from above, I guess, a bit perplexed, a bit disappointed. After all their commandeering a ladder and a set of tools and bursting a gut to make sure their pal got right in front of Jesus to be healed, that’s it? Come on, Jesus, you can do better than that. But what of the paralysed man himself? I think, if we could have seen his face, it would have been radiant. Jesus had hit the jackpot. As always. 

Jesus understood something that is all too often forgotten. Physical health is just one part, albeit a very important part, of the gift of shalom : a great Jewish word, meaning nothing missing, nothing broken. Jesus understood that, just as God is a three-part God – Father, Son and Holy Spirit – so we, made in His image, are three-part beings – spirit, soul and body. You and I are a spirit, we have a soul, and we live in a body. 
Each of those three parts of our being impacts the others. If there is something wrong with the body – say, a sore back – it will affect the soul, that is, what we think, what we feel, what we want. If there is something wrong with our soul – say, stress about our finances or a family member – it will affect our physical health. It has been estimated that up to 80% of all disease is psychosomatic – that is, the physical symptoms are an overflow of something going on inside us. Now that’s just the soul and body aspect.

For a complete picture, you need to take the spirit into consideration. The body doesn’t have a mind of its own. It just reacts to what the soul tells it to do. Your soul – the bit of you that thinks, feels and chooses – decides it wants a cup of coffee, so it tells the body to go and make one. The human soul directs the human body, but what directs the soul?

Answer – the human spirit. That’s the chief executive unit of your life, and who or what is in charge of your spirit will control every aspect of your life. The human spirit was the bit God gave us to enable us to have fellowship with Himself, but it doesn’t happen automatically. Ever since Adam and Eve botched up, the default setting for the human spirit has been in the “off” position. In other words, human nature by itself is not tuned into God. But … because of what Jesus has done for us, we have hope.

When Jesus returned to Heaven, He released the God’s Holy Spirit, who is on a mission to reach out and connect with the human spirit and bring real life, the life Jesus speaks about in John 10.10, life to be enjoyed, in abundance, to the full, till it overflows – and, make no mistake, that life can only happen when we allow the Holy Spirit of God to be in control of our human spirit. We call that being born again, because it really is a matter of life-and-death. Paul writes in Romans 8 : to be controlled by the Holy Spirit is life, to be controlled by the flesh – that is, human nature without God – is death.
When our spirit, the control centre of our life, is submitted to God, our soul will start to straighten up as well. Thanks to the strength God supplies by His Holy Spirit, we will be able to renew our minds, as Paul says in Romans 12. And when how we think starts to get right, our feelings and our choices will follow. Our soul will then be in line with the will of God for our lives, and when that happens, the body has to follow suit.

The reason I’ve gone into all that in so much detail this morning is to make the point that physical health can’t be guaranteed just by wholesome food and regular exercise. They have a part to play, but if your soul – that is, your thoughts, your emotions and your decisions – are all over the place, you’re in trouble. And you’re not going to get your thoughts, your emotions and your decisions right until your spirit is born again. The key to good physical health, ultimately, is walking in faith in Jesus Christ. End of!

So, as we get back to the story, Jesus looked into this man’s heart and saw it was a total and utter mess. His spirit was dead, his soul was tortured by guilt and fear, and the paralysis of his body simply reflected the paralysis inside him. Jesus could command him to get up and walk, but if the poison inside him wasn’t dealt with, he’d soon be back to square 1. You know that Alexis and I are committed to the healing ministry of Jesus Christ in this parish, but it’s the whole person that has to be healed.

We need to trust God to deal with not just the physical symptoms, but also the spiritual root of those symptoms. According to Christian doctors whose insight and experience I trust, a high percentage of physical illness – including life-threatening diseases – can be traced back to a root problem deep within us, most commonly fear, anxiety, stress, bitterness, unforgiveness, insecurity or self-hatred. 

Now, let me make it absolutely clear that I’m not going into specifics about that from the pulpit. For any individual set of symptoms there may be other factors at play, and I do not want to risk making matters worse by hurting a paint-pot of condemnation over anyone in particular, but what I will say – for sure – right now is that we should never look at physical illness in isolation. Is that clear enough? But what about paralysis? 

There are many physical diseases that can cause it, but a significant number are associated with guilt and self-hatred. Anyone think Jesus saw that here, in this man? Anyone think Jesus spotted that the key to this man’s physical healing was to address that root of guilt and self-hatred in his soul? Which in turn is a sure sign that his spirit needed to be born again. What happened while that man was doing floor time that day? 

Jesus spoke a word of forgiveness and acceptance to him. Those words from the Lord shattered the spiritual bondage over this man’s life. Right there, on that stretcher, with plaster dust all over him, his spirit was born again. The horrible burden of guilt and self-loathing was blasted out of his soul. After that, the healing of the body was a piece of cake. There was nothing left inside him to anchor the physical symptoms.

That man went away that day healed from the inside out, and really, that’s the only way it can happen. You can’t receive the physical healing Jesus died to pay for if you won’t let go of the wrong mindset, the bad attitude, the stinkin’ thinkin’, the negative feelings, the doubt and unbelief, that caused and feed the disease. Equally, you can’t help but be healed if you allow the power of the Risen Lord to deal with the underlying problems.

One final point. A funny question Jesus asked. : Which is easier to say : Your sins are forgiven? Or : Get up and walk? What’s all that about? Instant reaction : probably, as a minister, it’s easier to say : your sins are forgiven – because most people don’t expect to see an instant result of those words. It’s easier to say it because if folks don’t receive it, you’re more likely to get away with it. But if I walk up to someone in a wheelchair and say : get up and walk – it’s going to pretty obvious, pretty quickly, if it’s “worked”.
But I think that’s a measure of the low level of expectation most people have nowadays in terms of receiving from God the blessings that are promised through the atonement of Jesus. Even in the Bible-believing evangelical wing of the church, never mind the liberals, there’s been a tendency to try to box God into a corner, claim that salvation’s all about going to heaven when you die, but while you’re here, you just need to take what’s coming to you. There’s little appreciation of God active in everyday life, and that’s sad. If the church doesn’t believe that God is good, how can unbelievers get it? 
I believe the answer Jesus was inviting was an acknowledgement that pronouncing forgiveness is the hardest things to do. Forgiving those who have hurt us, abused us, cheated us, kicked us in the teeth, is just SO against the grain of selfish human nature. Yet it is SO much in the image of Christ Himself who, in agony on the cross, spoke a word of forgiveness over those who contrived to put Him there. 

The devil can put up with people who go to church every week, who do all sorts of nice churchy things, and talk all sorts of religious language – no problem. But the devil can’t handle people who forgive those who have ill-treated them, because if there’s one thing that demonstrates Christ-likeness, and takes all the clubs out of the devil’s bag, it is the quality decision to forgive. And if we’re thinking to ourselves : I can’t forgive, after all that’s happened, then I have a book that spells out in great detail the diseases caused by unforgiveness, and if you care to borrow that book and read it, you might think again.

And remember there is one person we all need to forgive, and that’s ourselves. Do not allow painful memories of past failure to steal your joy, your peace, your health, now. The Word of God says that Jesus was pierced for our transgressions, and crushed for our iniquities. The punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we have been healed. Listen carefully. If God in Christ has forgiven you, as the Bible says, what sort of insane arrogance is it not to forgive ourselves? 

I am telling you, as your minister, in Jesus’ name, whatever it is, let it go, right now, and no excuses. When you obey that instruction, and it is an instruction, you will find that not only will you have a weight lifted off your soul, you will also find a change for the better in your physical health. In the scripture, forgiveness and healing are linked inextricably together, like mince and tatties. Be made whole, in Jesus’ precious Name.  

