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Over the years I’ve seen all sorts of pain, and even had some myself.  I’ve had kidney stones – that was a real kick in the pants.  I’ve had flues and infections and broken bones.  I’ve seen my wife go through labor.  I’ve seen one brother in the hospital from a heart attack, and another when his diseased thyroid crushed his trachea.  But I think the worst pain I’ve ever witnessed, even worse than giving birth, is back pain.  And I know there are many of you who know exactly what I’m talking about, because you’ve been through it.  Back pain lays you out like no other pain.  The pain can be excruciating; it can be debilitating.  Getting out of bed is a major production for someone with a diseased or injured back.
And while you may not have yet had that experience, you still know what it means for life to lay you out.  Have you ever been to a Sharks’ game?  I only go about once a year, but it’s always a really fun time.  If you’ve been, or even if you just watch on TV, let me ask you this – other than when the Sharks score a goal, what in a hockey game generates the biggest cheers?  It’s a big hit, isn’t it?  It’s when Jody Shelly or Joe Thornton lays an opponent out, when one of the Sharks puts somebody on the other team flat on his back.  Whether it’s a big hit on the rink or a bone-crushing tackle by Patrick Willis or Ray Lewis on the football field, something in us takes guilty pleasure in seeing an athlete on the opposing team laid out flat.  
And then it happens to you.  Your boss hands you the pink slip, and you’re laid out flat.  Your spouse decides to leave you, and you’re laid out flat.  All the colleges you applied to turn you down, and you’re laid out flat.  You get sick, and you’re laid out flat.  You’re child gets arrested, and you’re laid out flat.  We all know from watching the games on TV that if you play hockey or if you play football, sooner or later you’re going to get knocked down.  And that’s how it works in the game of life – sooner or later, if you’re in this game, you’re going to get laid out.
And when it happens, we need help of a particular kind.  We need someone who knows how to save a life. 

When my wife went through a bout of back pain that laid her out flat, she needed help of a particular kind.  I discovered, for example, that my usual way of encouraging her, which is to make jokes, was not appreciated; it turns out that laughter is not the best medicine for a person with a bulging disc.  I also learned that giving her advice – even what I thought was really good advice – was not helpful.  Here’s something else that didn’t help – an example.  It did her no good for me to say to her while she laid flat on her back, “Look, just stand up, like this; it’s simple.”  That was the problem – she couldn’t get up by herself, not with a damaged disc in her back.  She needed someone who could set her on her feet.
And that’s what we all need when life lays us out.  We need more than encouragement, more than advice, more than an example – we need someone who is able to set us on our feet.  And as we will see this morning, Jesus is the one who can do that.  Jesus can set us on our feet.  Jesus knows how to save a life.
For the next seven weeks we will be studying what the Gospel of Matthew teaches us about Jesus, this one who knows how to save a life.  That is, after all, why Jesus came to earth.  In Matthew 1 an angel explains to Joseph the mission of the child in Mary’s womb: “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” (Matthew 1:20-21)  In Luke’s Gospel, after Jesus’ encounter with the tax collector Zacchaeus, Jesus articulated his mission in his own words when he said this: “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” (Luke 19:10)   The mission of Jesus was not to explain to those of us who have been laid out flat how to get back on our feet.  The mission of Jesus was not to be an example to those of us who have been laid out flat of how to get back on our feet.  The mission of Jesus was to save our lives.  And we will discover as we walk our way through Matthew’s Gospel some of the ways Jesus can save us.  We will see that Jesus can save us when we’re at the end of our rope, that Jesus can save us when we need a bailout, that Jesus can save us when life shuts us out, that Jesus can save us when regret rushes in, that Jesus can save us when there’s no way out, and that Jesus can save us when we wonder what’s next.  
When Life Lays You Out
Our text this morning is in Matthew 9.  For many of us this is a familiar story, the healing of a paralytic.  Some of us are probably more familiar with the account of this miracle as it is told in Mark 2, where Mark includes certain details that Matthew leaves out.  Let me read you Matthew’s account to get us started this morning:
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.  (Matthew 9:1-8)
Now if you’re familiar with Mark’s account of this event you might be wondering, “Hey, where’s the stuff about the four guys making a hole in the roof and lowering the paralytic into the middle of a crowded room?”  Those are some details that Mark’s Gospel includes that Matthew’s doesn’t.  Mark tells us that this took place at a house in Capernaum, that all sorts of people had gathered at this house to hear Jesus talk, and that the crowd was so large that the only way the paralytic’s four friends could get him an audience with Jesus was to haul him up to the roof, make a hole in the roof, and then lower him down into the middle of the crowd.  So why are those details in Mark’s Gospel and not in Matthew’s?
Well, we don’t know for sure.  Bible scholars do know this; they know that Mark’s Gospel was written first, and they are quite confident that Matthew had Mark’s Gospel available to him when he wrote his Gospel.  In other words, the reason these details aren’t in Matthew is not because Matthew didn’t know about them.  There has to be some other reason Matthew left them out.

Here’s my theory.  Do you know how the TV character Monk feels about messes?  He doesn’t like them, not at all.  I suspect Matthew might have been a little like Monk.  I think the whole image of four guys tearing apart a roof and making a huge mess in the middle of someone’s living room really bothered him, so he just decided to leave that part out.  OK, so that’s probably not the reason, but the truth is we don’t know for sure why Matthew left those details out other than that they simply weren’t important to the point.  The point, after all, isn’t the mess; the point is the Messiah, Jesus, the one who knows how to clean up our messes and save our lives.

And the life that needs to be saved in this account is that of the paralytic.  Life has most definitely laid him out.  Let’s think for a few minutes about what his life must have been like.  He lived in a world and a culture that was fairly harsh in its attitude towards people with disabilities.  The Greeks, for example, regularly disposed of newborn infants with physical anomalies.  Aristotle wrote, “Let there be a law that no deformed child shall be raised.”  In Rome in the 5th century B.C. there was even a law on the books that said, “Quickly kill a deformed child.”
Fortunately this paralytic had some friends with a very different attitude.  Though the text doesn’t tell us, I imagine these four had been his friends for years.  They had probably carried him to all sorts of places over the years.  After all, that was the only way this man could get around.  His mat was his home; his mat was his world.  In those days, of course, there were no rehab centers or treatment centers or motorized wheelchairs to make his life a little more manageable.  Most of his hours were spent on his mat on the hard ground, lying there as life passed him by.  When he was hungry he couldn’t run to the market to get something to eat.  When his water jug was empty, he couldn’t go to the lake to fill it up.  Oh, and let’s remember what it must have been like for someone who was paralyzed at that time in history when his body decided to relieve itself, given that paralysis robs a person of their control over those bodily functions.  This was a man who must have felt completely helpless, a man most people didn’t want to be around, a man who surely felt like life had laid him out flat.
But what this man does have going for him is four fine friends.  There’s no mention in the text of any kind of family, so it’s likely that these friends are all this guy has.  They’ve carried him where he needed to go, they’ve brought him what he needed to eat and drink, they helped clean him up and they helped get him dressed.  But there was one thing they couldn’t do – they couldn’t put him back on his feet.  

Bring Them To Jesus
But there was someone who could.  We don’t know if these four friends had only heard about the healings Jesus had performed, or if they had seen them with their own eyes, or if perhaps one of them had even been healed himself by Jesus.  But one way or another they had come to believe with all their hearts that Jesus could save their friend’s life, that Jesus could put their friend back on his feet.  And so, Matthew tells us, these four bring their friend on his mat and they lay him at the feet of Jesus.  
And don’t miss what happens next; here’s what the text says: “When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven.’”  (Matthew 9:2)  Now there are two very surprising aspects of that verse, in my mind.  First, I have to imagine the paralytic was pretty surprised when instead of healing his body Jesus said to him, “Son, your sins are forgiven.”  I imagine the paralytic probably thought something like this: “Wait a minute.  I didn’t sign up for this.  I didn’t come here to talk about my sins in front of all these people!  Can’t we just get on with the healing and deal with the sin thing later?”
By the way, have you ever wondered about this – just what sins can a paralytic commit anyway?  He can’t run drugs.  He can’t commit adultery.  He can’t beat anybody up.  He can’t do much of anything, laying there flat on his back, can he?  But Jesus knew. Jesus knew that the most crippling sins are the ones we commit without lifting a finger – resentment, arrogance, judgmentalism, lust, hate, pride, greed, to name a few.
  And Jesus knew that if all he did was heal this man’s body, he really wasn’t helping him at all.  Jesus knew that what this man needed more than the healing of his body was the healing of his soul.  And that, after all, is what Jesus had come to do.  Do you remember what the angel told Joseph:  “You are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”  So Jesus looked the paralytic in the eyes and said to him, “Son, your sins are forgiven.”  
Now before we move on with the story, let me stop and ask you a personal question – do you have any crippling sins?  I’m not saying you have any; I’m not pointing any fingers.  But without telling you more than you need to know, I will tell you what you certainly already suspect about me – I have crippling sins.  No, I don’t run drugs.  I’ve never committed adultery.  I’ve never beaten anyone up, certainly not with these tiny wrists.  But resentment, arrogance, judgmentalism, lust, hate, pride, greed – I know something about those sins.  And I know too well how those sins have laid me out.  They have crippled my relationships.  They have crippled me as a husband, as a father and as a friend.  So yes, I need Jesus to save me from my sin; I need Jesus to set me on my feet; I need Jesus to save my life.  
I said there were two surprising things in this story; here’s the second thing.  Did you notice that the text does not say, “When Jesus saw the paralytic’s faith …”  Instead the text says, “When Jesus saw their faith …”  Whose faith?  The paralytic’s friends.  It is in response to the faith of the paralytic’s friends that Jesus says to the paralytic, “Your sins are forgiven.”  
Now I don’t fully understand all the implications of that; I don’t fully understand how the faith of those four friends led Jesus to forgive the paralytic’s sins.  But let me tell you a story I told you a few years ago that is the best illustration I’ve found of how this can work in our lives.  As a father tucked his young daughter into bed she asked him, “Daddy, what’s your favorite Bible story?”  “Let me see,” he said as he sat on the edge of her bed.  “I guess the story we read tonight at dinner of the four men who carried their paralyzed friend to Jesus is one of my favorites, because it reminds me of how your Uncle Hans was healed.”  “I don’t know that story,” the youngster said.  “Can you tell it to me, Daddy?”
“Well, many years ago,” the father began, “Uncle Hans and his wife, Enid, escaped the war in Europe and moved here so that he could continue his job teaching in the seminary.  At first things were difficult because his English wasn’t very good, but soon he became one of the seminary’s favorite professors.  Uncle Hans and Aunt Enid were very much in love.  Nearly every day they took long walks together, holding hands, and it tickled the students to see them sitting so close to each other in chapel.  Then one day Enid died.  Hans was overcome with sorrow.  For weeks he wouldn’t take walks and he hardly ate a thing.  The seminary president, along with three other friends, visited him regularly, but Hans was terribly lonely and depressed.  He was experiencing what some call the dark night of the soul.”
“On one of their visits, Hans said to his friends, ‘I am no longer able to pray to God.  In fact, I am not certain I believe in God anymore.’  After a moment of silence, the seminary president said, ‘Then we will believe for you.  We will make your confession for you.  We will pray for you.’  The other friends looked a bit bewildered by their president’s words, but not knowing what else to say, they agreed.”

“In the days ahead the four men met daily for prayer.  They made confession on behalf of Uncle Hans.  They asked God to restore the gift of faith to their dear friend and they continued to visit him in his home.  Then, many months later, when the four friends gathered in Hans’ living room, Uncle Hans smiled and said this: ‘It is no longer necessary for you to pray for me.  Today, I would like you to pray with me.’  Uncle Hans’ dark night of the soul had passed.”

There was a long silence before the young girl spoke: “Uncle Hans was just like the paralyzed man in the story, wasn’t he, Daddy?  Only instead of a mat to carry him to Jesus, his friends used prayer.”  The father nodded in agreement, and kissed his wise young daughter goodnight. 
 We all have people we love who hurt, who are broken, who have been laid out by life.  And it is true that we can’t save their lives, no matter how much we wish we could.  We can’t forgive their sins.  We can’t change them.  We can’t heal them.  We can’t set them on their feet again.  But we can bring them to the one who can.  Whether they believe in the power of Jesus or not, we can believe for them and we can intercede for them with the one who truly does know how to save their lives and ours.
Jesus Sets Us On Our Feet
The story of the paralytic isn’t quite over, though.  After Jesus tells him that his sins are forgiven, Jesus gets some grief from the religious leaders.  They know their theology, and they know that only God can forgive sins.  Just who does this Jesus think he is?  Well, apparently he thinks he’s God, but I don’t think they’re going to take his word for it.  So Jesus decides to offer some verification; he decides to do a miracle.  And so he says to the paralytic, “Get up, take your mat and go home.” (Matthew 9:6)  And that’s exactly what the man does.  This man, who had likely spent years flat on his back, laid out by life, gets up, picks up his mat and walks away.  By the way, have you ever been physically laid out for any length of time, whether because of a broken leg or an injured back or a long illness?  How do you feel when you first get up?  You’re more than a little weak, aren’t you?  Your muscles have atrophied to one degree or another.  Jesus not only set the paralytic on his feet; he gave him the strength to walk.  He strengthened and energized those feeble, atrophied muscles and enabled a man who had been flat on his back for years to get up and walk away.
And that’s what we need Jesus to do for us.  Here’s what I mean.  By our sin, we have made a mess of our lives.  Jesus, the Messiah, has come to clean up our messes.  But what’s to keep us from making more messes?  We not only need Jesus to clean up our mess; we need him to give us the power not to make more messes.  We need him to enable us to walk as he walked, to live differently, to walk free from the crippling and destructive influence of sin.

Dennis Whitman was raised by an alcoholic and abusive father.  By way of escape, Dennis went to San Francisco and got very heavily into drugs.  He got arrested in 1969 and sent to prison for selling LSD, but he continued in the drug culture even after he got out.  He began to use a drug his friends called angel dust, and it was while on angel dust that Dennis had a very strange dream in which he was in a field crushing pineapples under his feet.  When Dennis finally woke up from his drug-induced experience, he discovered that it wasn’t pineapples he was crushing; it was the body of his brother.  He was convicted of involuntary manslaughter and sent to San Quentin.  Dennis Whitman had made a serious mess of his life.
But at San Quentin Dennis met the Messiah.  One inmate shared a book by David Wilkerson called “The Cross and the Switchblade.”  Another inmate gave him a New Testament to read, and shared with Dennis how Jesus had changed his life.  Dennis for some time struggled with suicidal thoughts; the guilt he felt over killing his brother was at times more than he could take.  But on May 26, 1977, Dennis Whitman asked Jesus to clean up his messes, to forgive his sin, and to save his life.  And that’s what Jesus did.
A few years later Dennis was paroled.  He found something called Teen Challenge, and through that program learned more about what it means to follow Jesus.  He began to share his story with scores of other who had messed up their lives.  He met his wife Jody in Teen Challenge.  Today Dennis Whitman is the Executive Director of the San Joaquin Valley Teen Challenge in Turlock, California, having devoted his life to helping those who like him messed up their lives meet the one who can clean up their messes and set them back on their feet.  

It’s possible that you’ve made a mess of your life.  It’s also possible that life has made a mess of you.  In fact, the truth is probably a little of both – you’ve messed up, and life has messed you up.  In any event, in the words of that old, annoying TV commercial, you’ve fallen and you can’t get up.  But there is good news – there is someone who knows how to save a life, who knows how to save your life.  He is Jesus, the Messiah.  He wants to forgive your sin and to clean up your messes.  He wants to set you on your feet again when life lays you out.  He wants to give you the strength to walk, to live differently, to live with integrity and character and compassion.  He wants to save your life.   
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