Some time ago now I was at a a business lunch and I err was being wheeled in as the visiting clergyman to say grace.  It’s one of the err things that you sometimes get asked to do.  There is no such thing as a free lunch but saying grace was a fairly small price to pay and I sat next to one of the businessmen who’d put the lunch on err and he was slightly uncomfortable I think at having drawn the short straw sitting next to the clergyman but he turned to me and said “Oh, my wife has recently joined your lot.”  So err I explored this a little bit with him.  His wife had recently become a Christian and I said, “What do you think about that” and he said “Well, it’s okay for her.  It’s a nice spare-time interest.  It sort of gives her something to do during the week.  There are coffee mornings and I think she goes to Bible groups or something.”  And I said, “Well, yes, but what about you?  What impact does it have on you?”  “Oh, he said, I don’t need that.  I’m doing fine.”  So I probed a little further as the prawn cocktail was being consumed and I asked him the question, “Have you ever considered that Christianity might be true?”  And he did literally choke on the prawn cocktail at that point and said “Never! Never!”

I guess there are hundreds of thousands of people all over the United Kingdom with precisely that attitude.  Christianity, could it be true?  Never! Why bother with Jesus?  What difference could God make in your life?  I’ve got no need of God.

Few err years ago now, I guess, couple of years ago maybe, Allied Dunbar ran an advert for financial planning.  It showed a tra… a chap on a train and the Grim Reaper came and sat next to him.  The financial planning advert obviously was saying life has an end and wouldn’t it be a good idea to plan err both for your pension and for what happens when you go?  And err the over errm the music over the advertisement was that err famous old song, “There may be trouble ahead but while there’s music and moonlight and love and romance, let’s face the music and dance.”  That’s the way we look at it, isn’t it?  We’re so prone to look at life as what’s coming next:  the next holiday, the next rise, the next promotion, the next set of exams, the next night out, the next relationship.  And we’re so prone to think short-term like that we tend never to get the big picture.  We don’t have a sense that our life is really going anywhere, it’s happening, but the one place to which it is going is the end.  It was George Bernard Shaw who said “Death is the ultimate statistic.  One in one dies.”  And the Bible is very realistic about that and says you really ought to think about life now in the everyday in the light of the big picture.  “It is appointed to man once to die” says the Bible, “and after that” not oblivion, but “judgement.”  Judgement lies beyond this life and beyond the judgement the Bible says there are only two destinies.  They are heaven and they are hell.  And the fact that we live in a trivialised world where these realities are largely scorned and ignored does not change the fact that they are realities.  “God has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man whom he has appointed and he has given proof to everyone by raising him from the dead”.

So let me invite you for the next few minutes to listen to this man and for us to try to understand why Christianity matters, why it is so importance, the difference that God can make.

In Mark’s Gospel, and we’re here in chapter two on page one thousand and nine, Jesus has just been introduced as the king who has entered the world to claim his kingdom.  If you look across the page you’ll find that in verse 14 of chapter 1 when John the Baptist, who’s [sic] we thought about this morning, was arrested, Jesus came in Galilee proclaiming the good news, the Gospel of God, saying “the time is fulfilled and the Kingdom of God is at hand.  Repent and believe the good news.”  And as the chapter goes on, it’s a story of his rapidly developing popularity.  He announces himself as the king, and he demonstrates his kingly authority in all sorts of ways:  over people’s lives as he calls those first disciples - see that at the heading of verse 16 of chapter 1; over sickness, over evil - he’s able to exorcise a man of an unclean spirit at the end of chapter 1; and the last heading there at 1:29, “Jesus heals many”, reminds us of the amazing grace and goodness of God as he healed the sickness of so many people there in Galilee.  Look at verse 32:  “That evening at sunset, they brought to him all who were sick or oppressed by demons.  The whole city was gathered together at the door and he healed many who were sick with various diseases and cast out many demons.”  So here is an extraordinary man, a healer on the grand scale, such as the world has never seen before or since.  Someone once said to me, “Wasn’t it a pity that Jesus died so young.  If he’d lived till eighty, just think how many more people he could’ve healed.”  But really that is just to misunderstand why he came.  Yet it is true that his healing ministry is unique.  If anybody could heal today as Jesus did, you wouldn’t be able to get near them because of the roads being blocked and the crowds of people who would besiege him.

So the man in the story, the man who is let down through the roof, is just one of many whose greatest need is physical healing.  That’s what’s happening in Galilee.  But Mark gives us a little clue about something else.  Have a look at chapter one verse 38 just at the top of that page.  Jesus said to them, “Let’s go to the next towns.”  “But, but there are multitudes of people pressing on you.  There are hundreds of people, thousands, wanting to be healed.”  “Let’s go to the next towns.”  Why?  “That I may preach there also.  For that is why I came.  That is what I came for.”  And in our story, chapter 2, verse 2, many were gathered together so that there was no more room, wanting doubtless to be healed.  But what was he doing?  Chapter 2, verse 2, “He was preaching the word to them.”  So although Jesus is a great healer, his priority is preaching.  That’s what he came to do.  And it’s in the middle of his preaching that suddenly the roof begins to be lifted on this err house in Galilee in Capernaum.  It would be a flat roof of course, err made of err mud and rushes and err err errm plant errm err debris and and in that way you could put together the roof and you could also tear it apart pretty easily.  So they start to lift the roof because the four men who’ve come carrying their friend, who’s paralysed, can’t get through the crowd with his bed, his stretcher, and so they very ingeniously go up the stairway on the outside of the house to the roof, which would probably have been used as a a sort of err eating place, maybe even a sleeping place, and they begin to prise open the structure in order to let their friend down in front of Jesus.  And that’s what they do in verse 4:  “They made an opening, they let down the bed on which the paralytic lay.”  It was a very dramatic moment.  It would have stopped everybody.  Of course if somebody started doing something on the roof now we’d all start looking up and that’s what they did and Jesus as it were comes to a a a pause in his talk, in his preaching, because the man now appears on the stretcher, let down by his friends in front of Jesus.  

And look at verse 5:  “When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘My son, your sins are forgiven.’”  Now is that not a surprise diagnosis?  Surely the man’s need is obvious.  He’s on this bed; he can’t move; he’s paralysed; Jesus is the great healer who’s spending all his time, apparently, healing people, though his priority is teaching.  And therefore it’s surely clear that this man needs to be healed.  What is he saying, “My son, your sins are forgiven” for when what he should be saying is “Pick up your bed and walk.”?  It is a very surprising diagnosis, that what this man most needs now that he’s fron… confronting Jesus face to face is not healing but forgiveness.  You see, that is why Jesus had the different agenda.  That’s why he says, “I’ve come into this world to preach” because what he is seeking to convey in his ministry is not just that he has the power of God, which demonstrates that he is God in human form, that he can heal at a word in a way that nobody else can, but that the very purpose for which he came was not simply to heal a thousand people in Galilee at one point in time, but to heal the greatest need of every human being everywhere across the world in all the centuries before and since, and that is the need of being in the right with God, of having your sins forgiven.  And whatever your condition is this morning and whatever you think your greatest need is in life, Jesus Christ would say to us, according to his agenda, that there is no greater need than this that any of us has, than that we should know that our sins have been forgiven.

Our problem is that because God doesn’t seem to be doing things our way, we easily refuse him, we think we’ve got a better agenda, we think that we know what we need in our lives, but Jesus, the master physician, says what you need first of all is the forgiveness of your sins.  And he is the one who can do it.  

There’s a story told of a man who’s taking a walk along the cliff and he’s too near the edge and his foot slips and he begins to tumble down the cliff.  He manages to hold on to a bush that’s growing on the cliff.  He’s not a religious man up to this moment but this seems like a good time to become religious and so he decides he’ll pray and he cries out, “Is there anybody up there to help me?”  And as the story goes, the voice comes from heaven saying, “I am here to help you.  You must let go of the bush and I will catch you.”  And he says, “Is there anybody else up there to help me?”  Now we’re like that with God.  God says, “You need your sins forgiven.”  We say “Oh no, it can be that.  Must be something else.  I I’m not going to go that route.”  But it is a matter of fact and a matter of faith that the biggest need in every one of our lives is that we will be right with God.  You see, that’s why we feel God is remote.  That’s why we can’t connect with him.  Because there is a barrier between us and God that is our sin.  And sin is not the stuff that you find on the front page of the tabloids only; sin is the attitude in my life that says “I don’t want God to be in charge; I don’t want God to be God in my life; I want to run it my own way; I want to follow my own pathway; I’m going to leave God out of the equation; I have no need of him; I’m doing fine, thank you.”  The difference that God makes is that he is able to deal with that rebellion, to forgive us and to make us new people because we are all by nature and practice rebels against God.  That’s what Paul was saying when he told us this morning about how he became a Christian eight years ago.  It was very clear, wasn’t it, that he thought he knew God, but God wasn’t really in control of his life, and and that’s true of every Christian’s experience.  There’s a point when we come to recognise that we’ve been wanting to row … run the show independently.  That is the essence of what the Bible calls sin.  We don’t glorify God in our lives because we want to worship created things, and especially ourselves, rather than our creator.  And this is not just unfortunate.  It’s not just a failure.  It’s a rebellion that’s deeply ingrained in us which requires a God of righteousness to shut us out of his presence for ever.  Because God cannot accept rebels into his kingdom.  Rebels have to be judged.  If God has a heavenly kingdom that is going to bring in eternal life and eternal bliss, then there can be no evil in that kingdom and evil is by definition the opposition to the will of the God who is perfect goodness.  So every time I refuse to let God be God in my life, I shut Jesus out of my life, I’m actually saying “I don’t wanna be part of that kingdom.  I don’t want to know God’s heaven.”

But of course we we tend to dodge it on the grounds of comparative judgement theory.  We say, “Well, I know people who are a lot worse than I am.”  And and of course that’s true.  There are people who are a lot worse than we are.  But you see, it isn’t a matter of degree; it’s a matter of whether we are acceptable to God or not.

When I was a student and the very first Sunday that I was at university, there was a preacher in the err chapel that I went to who was the Reverend David Shepherd.  He later became the Bishop of Liverpool, and err I had always errm admired him as a schoolboy because in those days he was err an England cricketer; he was a very errm able batsman.  David Shepherd died just a few months ago.  And err I always remember on that first Sunday as a student when I heard him preach, he gave an illustration which err taught me this lesson, that saying I’m better than other people really doesn’t impress God at all.  He told us the story of how in one cricket match when he was playing I think it was county cricket that err he was up against a very errm err devious spin bowler, very clever spinner of the ball.  In the first innings, he thought he’d got his eye in [?] and after a little while he went advancing down the wicket to hit the guy for six, completely missed the ball and was out by yards out his crease, the bails were off, he was stumped by by a by a mile you might say.  So in the second innings he thought, “I’m not gonna do that.”  He was very, very careful and he played the spinner but the spinner was very clever and he got him to edge forward just a little bit, just a little bit until a faster ball, his foot was an inch or two out of the crease, the bails were off, he was out, stumped again, both innings, one by a mile, one by an inch or two.  Well as he said, it was no good turning to the umpire and saying, “Yes but it was a lot better in the second innings, wasn’t it, than in the first?”  If you’re out, you’re out.  It’s no good you turning round to God and saying, “What about Stalin, what about Hitler, what about Harold Shipman?”  If we’re out, we’re out.  And Jesus says that’s where we are, outside the kingdom.  Because we all fall short of God’s requirements, and because the consequences are eternal we all need God’s forgiveness as our most urgent need.  So his surprise diagnosis actually takes us to the heart of the problem.  

Now let’s move on, secondly, to look at his outrageous claim, verses 5 to 7:  “When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘My son, your sins are forgiven.’”  Now look how this is picked up by the religious leaders, the Scribes, in verse 6.  “Some of the Scribes were sitting there questioning in their hearts, ‘Why does this man speak like this?  He’s blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?’”  Absolutely right! It’s an outrageous claim.  Only God can forgive sins, because God is ultimately the offended party.  If you punch me on the nose after church – I hope you won’t - but if you do, I can forgive you.  But if you come and punch Charles on the nose, and I come along and say, “I forgive you for punching Charles on the nose”, you would say, “What’s that got to do with you?”  Probably punch me on the nose as well.  “Who do you think you are?”  So we can’t forgive others for offences not directed to us.  And it’s only God that can forgive us because all our rebellion is directed against him.  Every time I don’t let God be God in my life, every time I don’t love him and I don’t love my neighbour, I claim that I know better than God and it represents a rejection of his authority in my life so that only God can forgive me.  That is quite right.  So for this man to claim divine authority like that, it’s outrageous.  “He’s a blasphemer”, they say.  “Who can forgive sins except God alone?”  Now that is a hundred percent true, except that they’re assuming that he isn’t God.  If he is God, then of course he can forgive sins.  Well how could you ever know if that were true?  Seems totally unlikely, doesn’t it, although he does demonstrate some unusual powers.  But no, it’s easy to say things like, “Your sins are forgiven”, but saying so doesn’t make it so.  How then do we know that this is not just an extravagant claim from some religious superstar who’s overshooting his zenith?  Well, as you turn the page have a look at verse 8:  “Immediately, Jesus perceiving within his spirit that they thus questioned within themselves said to them, ‘Why do you question these things in your hearts?’”  Do you see he has supernatural knowledge?  He can discern what’s going on in the hidden thoughts of their minds just like he knows what’s going on in your mind at this moment and mine.  Because he’s God, he has supernatural understanding.  Because he’s the creator, he fully understands his creation.  And so knowing that this is what they’re thinking, in verse 9 Jesus poses the question, “Which is easier, to say to the paralytic ‘your sins are forgiven’, or to say, ‘rise, take up your bed and walk?’”  Well, it’s not a difficult question is it?  Surely the first is easier to say.  It’s much easier to go around saying “your sins are forgiven” because it doesn’t seem to have any immediate visible proof.  On the other hand the second, “rise, take up your bed and walk” is equivalently hard to do but its occurrence would prove the authority and power of the man who spoke if he could perform the miracle.  So it’s one easy thing for me to go around saying “your sins are forgiven, your sins are forgiven.”  Who knows?  But if I go into the hospital and say to someone who’s paralysed in a bed, “rise, pick up your bed” or “leave your bed and walk” well then you’ll know whether I’ve got power or not, won’t you?  And the fact that Jesus then says to the paralysed man, verse 11, “I say to you, rise, pick up your bed and go home” and verse 12 “he rose and immediately picked up his bed and went out before them all”, that occurrence proves the authority of Jesus.  The paralytic man walking is a sign of the divine power of this man, for nobody else can heal like that.

Now from that then we’re to understand that what he does in the physical sphere he can also do in the spiritual sphere.  Here is the power of God at work in the physical that you can see; well then the power of God is at work through Jesus in the spiritual that you can’t see because the even greater miracle of forgiveness happens in the man’s life as a direct err result of the power Jesus has as the Son of God to forgive sins.  The one is the proof of the other.  The claim is outrageous if he’s not God, but the proof of the reality is that he is and that he does have authority.  That’s why the people say, amazed, glorifying God, “We never saw anything like this.”  Of course not.  There never has been anything like this before or since.  God has intervened in his world in person in Jesus Christ.

Now let’s ask one last question as we finish.  How then does that connect to us today?  How does this story from two thousand years ago impact our lives?  And I want to make this point under the heading number three on our sheet, “Infinite Cost”, because, you see, Jesus forgives sins not simply by his divine authority but by making it possible for people like us to be justly forgiven.  He doesn’t just say, “Oh, let’s forget it, sweep it under the carpet, it doesn’t matter.”  For that would not be justice, would it?  If God simply did that, how could we have any confidence in his righteousness?  No, something has to be dealt with if we’re going to experience God in our own lives, if we’re going to see the difference that God can make, if we’re going to know the power of God, as it were, to give us new life as he gave that paralysed man new physical life, we have to experience first of all the pardon that comes from Jesus Christ.  And in our story pardon comes before power and it’s like that in our lives.  If we want to know the power of God at work in us, and that is what we’re offered in the Gospel of Jesus, a living relationship with God, knowing his grace and strength, his love and power in our everyday experience, firstly we have to be pardoned and the great good news of Mark’s Gospel is that Christ secures our pardon by paying the debt that we have incurred by paying the price for our sin so that the story of Mark’s Gospel moves us through Jesus the healer and Jesus the teacher to Jesus the rescuer who gives his life on the cross in order that we might be forgiven.

Think of it like this:  having lived the perfect life that you and I have failed to live, Jesus died the death that we deserved to die.  For it wasn’t just a physical death on the cross, horrifying and terrible though that was, but it was a spiritual separation from God.  It was as though he took upon himself our guilt, our punishment, and suffered separation from the Father by his death on that cross, paying the price justly, so that we can be rightly and justly forgiven.  His death, then, secures our pardon.  Jesus forgives sins not only because he is God and he has authority, but because as God he has paid the price and triumphed over all our enemies when he gave himself up for us on the cross.

Now that’s what becomes clear as you read on in Mark’s Gospel and in order just to clarify the point let’s turn to one other reference.  Maybe you’d like to turn a few pages through to chapter fifteen which is on page one thousand and twenty-eight and let’s go right to the end of the story where we see how this infinite cost is paid by Jesus.  Page one thousand and twenty-eight, chapter fifteen and at the top of the right hand column verse thirty-three:  “When the sixth hour had come”, Jesus is now hanging on the cross in the context here, “there was darkness over the whole land until the ninth hour.  And at the ninth hour Jesus cried with a loud voice, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’”  Here is Jesus being forsaken so that you may be forgiven.  Jesus, as it were the Father turns his back upon him because he’s bearing our sin and he’s identified with us in our rebellion so that we can be forgiven and know God’s grace and power in our lives.  Just go down the page a little to verse thirty-seven.  Here is the end point:  “Jesus uttered a loud cry and breathed his last.”  John tells us that the loud cry is “Finished”.  That is to say he’s completed the purpose for which he came; he has made an atonement for our sins; he’s died in our place on the cross.  And now look at the next verse:  “And the curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom.”  Now what on earth does that mean?  Why would Mark say that?  Well the curtain in the temple represents the barrier between God and man.  You can’t go through that curtain in the temple.  Only the High Priest could go once a year to make sacrifice for the sins of the people.  Nobody else could go in there or they would be consumed by the holiness and righteousness of God.  But when Jesus died on the cross, Mark says, that temple curtain was ripped down.  Notice that it’s not from the bottom to the top by the hands of men; you couldn’t do it anyway – it was too thick.  But it’s ripped down from the top to the bottom by the hands of God, as though God is flinging open the door and saying “You can come in now.  There is entrance into my presence.  You can know me.  Look at the difference I’ve made.  I’ve sent my Son to die in your place.  I’m offering you free forgiveness.  Your rebellion can be forgiven.  You can know that your in right relationship with me.”  And when the centurion who stood facing him saw that in this way he breathed his last he said “Truly this man was the Son of God.”  Well that’s the way in:  “Truly this man is the Son of God.”

So the cross is the infinite price that Jesus paid for our sins to be forgiven.  When he says to the man in chapter two “Your sins are forgiven”, it’s as though he’s giving right at the start of the Gospel a little cameo of what’s gonna happen at the end.  And “your sins are forgiven” is the word he speaks to the whole world as we turn to him and trust him, for he as God has made an infinite sacrifice for the sins of every human being and in his death on the cross and in his glorious resurrection by which he triumphed over death and Satan and hell and all the enemies that were ranged against us, he has provided the answer to our greatest need.

That’s the difference God makes.  And I want to say to you this morning that we all need that difference.  There’s no other way.  We can never make ourselves good enough for God.  We can never score the Brownie points to turn around our account from its rebellion and its sin.  It’s only through Jesus that we receive pardon and peace and the power to live differently.  And that is what he offers us today as we go out into this new week that we can live trusting in him and experiencing his grace and his goodness in our lives. 

But you have to put it into action.  You’ve gotta do something about it.  Yesterday afternoon we came up on the train from King’s Cross.  Not a huge journey from King’s Cross to New Barnet, but I wouldn’t be here today if I hadn’t got on the train.  I could’ve wandered round King’s Cross all the afternoon saying, “oh look, there’s a board that says there’s a train to Welwyn Garden City and it stops at New Barnet.  I could ask the driver, “Do you think this train’s gonna go to New Barnet?”  “Oh yes” he’d say.  “I do it every day.”  I could ask the passengers “Have you ever been on this train before?  Is there a place called New Barnet that it goes to?”  “Yes, yes, yes.  We travel on this frequently.”  And I’d be wandering round King’s Cross Station to this moment and I still wouldn’t be here.  You have to do something about it.  You’ve gotta get on the train.  It’s no good coming to church and hearing it all if you don’t trust him, if you don’t act on it.  That’s what God is saying to us today.  “Trust me.  Ask me for that pardon.  Enter into that peace.  Experience that power.  Confess that you’re the sinner who desperately needs God’s forgiveness.  Thank him that Jesus died on the cross so that that could happen and that whatever other needs you may have the greatest need of your life in time and for eternity has been met through the death of Jesus Christ the Son of God who, risen from the dead lives to grant us his power and his grace.

Well, now, you may like to follow that up for yourself.  Today as you leave you’ll find a little booklet called “Me, a Christian?”  And in the back of that booklet you’ll find a prayer that you can pray which you can make your own.  It’s on page ten of the booklet and it’s a way of getting on the train.  If you want to do that today, can I encourage you to take the booklet, take it home with you and pray that prayer from your heart.  Read the booklet through.  It explains what I’ve been saying today in a little bit more detail and there is a prayer that gets you on the train, that helps you to trust God for yourself.  Or you may like to be more involved in other things that are coming up:  Christianity explained courses, the yellow err leaflet in the in the seats can be filled in if you want to be part of the groups that will be starting over the next few weeks and months.  But can I ask you, whatever is appropriate for you at this stage not just to forget it but to do something about it.  That man never stopped rejoicing that his friends had let him down through the roof, not only because he could walk but because he was in a right relationship with God.  He trusted the only man who could do it for him, and that’s what God calls us to do through Jesus Christ.

Let’s pray together. 
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