
Bold I approach
Luke 5:12-26

What’s your biggest need?  If I could invite us to take a quiet minute this 
morning to reflect on that before we begin, let’s see what comes to mind for 
you.

Reflection - What is your biggest need?

Imagine you’re a leper.  What would your biggest need be then?  Leprosy 
refers to a physical illness that still persists in the world today.  The disease 
that we read about here in Luke 5:12-26 might be one of a number of serious 
and usually contagious skin conditions that existed in that part of the world in 
that time.  So there was a physical need for healing, to experience wholeness 
of human life.

But the term ‘leper’ is familiar to us today in a non-physical way, that is just as 
appropriate for the man approaching Jesus in a fishing town in Galilee.  We 
talk about being a ‘social leper’ - when people don’t want to see you or know 
you for whatever reason.  Sometimes it’s because of something you’ve done.  
Or something you are.  Or something you aren’t.

As a leper, this man was excluded from society.  Lepers weren’t allowed in 
the town, so that they didn’t spread the disease.  They had to announce 
themselves constantly as they encountered other people by shouting 
‘Unclean!  Unclean!’ - so they had to deliberately contribute themselves to 
keeping other people away from them.  They could not gather at parties, go to 
the shops, or even eat at the meal table with friends and family.

This man knew the need not only to be restored physically, but restored 
socially.  Restored into the community he had long since been shut out from.  
And he decides that what he needs is to get to this Jesus that he’s heard 
people talking about.

Now, he is not timid about it.  He doesn’t think to himself, ‘if I happen to bump 
into Jesus along life’s journey on the paths outside town, I’ll see if He can 
help me or not.’  He is determined to get himself right in front of Jesus.  He 
does everything he can to do it.  And he has to be bold as brass for that.

He walks into the town, v.12 says.  The town he’s not allowed to be in.  You 
can imagine the scene - people crossing the street, muttering, whispering,  
tutting; groups of people parting in front of him like magnetic repulsion.
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This man presses on, knowing that everything hinges on getting to Jesus, no 
matter what people around him are saying and no matter what they think they 
should do to him for breaking the rules.

And as he approaches Jesus, it is not with an, ‘I’m not sure if you can help 
me or not, Jesus, but I thought it worth a try’ attitude.  v.12 - ‘Lord, if you are 
willing, you can make me clean.’  Bold faith’s question is never ‘can you help 
me, Jesus?’ but rather, ‘will you help me, Jesus?’  We’ll look at this more in 
Life Groups this week.

Jesus responds to the bold, humble faith that this man expresses in vv.13-14.  
‘I am willing,’ He said.  He heals the man - the leprosy ‘departs’ from him, like 
the things that Jesus set people free from in the previous chapter.  More than 
that, though, Jesus says and does things that show His concern that the man 
not just be restored physically, but restored socially, too.

In v.13, we read that Jesus ‘reached out His hand and touched the man.’  If 
nothing else about this incident had caused the people in the town to gasp 
yet, this would have done.  For Jesus to touch the man meant that He would 
become ‘unclean’ too.  He would become outcast from the community, 
because He would likely catch this same disease.

But Jesus didn’t care about His status in the community.  He cared about 
setting this man free and demonstrating genuine love and compassion to him.  
Jesus touched the man.  He didn’t need to do that.  We’ve already seen 
Jesus heal people with just a word.  Why touch him if He didn’t have to?

This man had not felt the touch of another human being for as long as he had 
been a leper.  Imagine a life without a hug, a squeeze on the shoulder, or so 
much as a handshake.  Imagine, then, what it would have filled this man’s 
heart as Jesus reached out and touched him.  What it would have done to 
him to experience this incredible person Jesus magnetically attract to him 
whilst others were repulsed.

Jesus touched the man.  But instead of the illness and stigma infecting Jesus, 
the healing power of God instead infected the man, and he was made well.  
So what next for this man who had spent so long outside the community?  
Well, Jesus gives him instructions.  He’s not to tell anyone what happened - 
and again, in our Life Groups this week we’ll look at why Jesus said that.
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But the other instructions are about showing himself to a priest and doing this 
and that ritual for cleansing.  What’s that all about?  It’s not that this man has 
to do anything for God to ‘make the healing stick.’  He’s healed, by the grace 
of Jesus, and that’s that.  But Jesus wants this man to experience social 
restoration.

The priest was the one in Jewish law and culture who had the authority to 
declare a person ‘clean’ or ‘unclean.’  Jesus is simply telling the man to do the 
things that the law and culture dictated so he could publicly demonstrate how 
he’d been transformed, and he could get a public ‘welcome back’ from the 
community.

So Jesus’ mission in this world involves restoring people physically and 
restoring people socially.  As a church, our mission is nothing other than 
continuing Jesus’ mission.  So I’m going to ask you to think or talk about this 
in a moment: What activities in your life involve restoring people physically or 
socially?

As you consider that, I’d encourage a great many of you to think about your 
day jobs.  Amongst us we have doctors, nurses, dental nurses, 
physiotherapists and pharmacists.

We have teachers, careers advisers, community workers, young offenders’ 
rehabilitation workers, workers in communities of the disabled and 
disadvantaged.  And these are just the more obvious professions.  All of us, in 
our work and volunteering and praying and parenting and giving and living, 
might consider:

What activities in your life involve restoring people physically or socially?

In the next part of the passage, vv.17-26, we read about another person who 
was physically suffering and would have been socially excluded.  A paralysed 
man.  And we read about another bold approach to Jesus Christ.  vv.18-20 
tell us about the efforts of the man’s friends to do whatever it took to get him 
to the feet of Jesus.

vv.18-19 say that these men tried to get their paralysed friend into the house 
where Jesus was teaching people, but they couldn’t get past the crowd.  I’m 
sure you can picture it:  A wee house stowed out with people, and then loads 
more bottlenecking at the door, squinting to hear what Jesus has to say, all 
with their backs turned to anyone else approaching.
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But is that all it means?  That the crowd was a physical obstacle that you 
couldn’t get a man on a mat past?  I mean, if the lads were willing to do all 
that they did next, you’d imagine that they might have tried saying, ‘excuse 
me, paralysed man coming through’ first of all.  And if you were in that crowd, 
wouldn’t you have replied, ‘of course, get him through to Jesus!’

Well, this crowd didn’t.  Whether the obstacle was purely physical, or whether 
it was also personal and prejudiced, the bottom line was, this guy was not 
getting through the crowd to Jesus.

So the friends concluded, ‘oh well, lads, we did give it a good try.  Sorry, 
mate, we couldn’t get you there.’  And they carried the paralysed man back to 
continue life as it was.

No, wait… v.19 - ‘When they could not find a way to do this because of the 
crowd, they went up on the roof and lowered him on his mat through the tiles 
into the middle of the crowd, right in front of Jesus.’

Consider what these men did.  They were going to get their friend to Jesus, 
no matter what.  They tried one thing.  It didn’t work.  They didn’t give up.  
They put their heads together, and came up with a new approach.  They put 
their hands together, and tore through mud and tiles as one to make it 
happen.

Like the leper, they were very bold.  They had to wreck someone’s roof to do 
it.  And there’s no record of them checking with the owner in a polite British 
way: ‘I’m terribly sorry, but would you mind awfully if we put a wee hole in 
your roof.  Sorry to bother you, it’s just we’re desperately keen for our friend 
to meet him…’  No, quite simply, nothing mattered as much as getting their 
friend to the feet of Jesus.

And you know what?  They did it.  They got the man to where he needed to 
be.  And Jesus saw all this - you can almost see the smile on His face - and 
again, He responds to this bold thing which in v.20, Jesus recognises as 
‘faith.’  It is the first mention in Luke of the noun, ‘faith.’  And it’s here in this 
passage that we learn what ‘faith’ is, according to Jesus.

According to many people, ‘faith’ is a set of beliefs that they have in their 
head.  Or it’s a worldview.  Or it’s an attitude they hold in their hearts.  ‘I’ve 
got my faith,’ many people say, as if it’s a possession that they can take off 
the shelf to use in some way, perhaps to support them in suffering or in doubt.
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But we learn what faith is here in Luke 5.  It involves belief and trust, yes - 
specifically in the person, Jesus Christ.  That nothing else matters more than 
getting to and being with Him.  More than that, though, faith ‘expresses itself 
in the intent to get near to Jesus,’ as Darrell Bock puts it.

Faith is so much believing that Jesus is the One who sets us free and brings 
us life to the full, now and forever, that we strain our hearts and heads and 
our muscles to get ourselves and others to Him.  Faith is doing everything 
you can to get near Jesus.

For the leper, it was to run the gauntlet of the stares and whispers of dozens 
of people around him to get there.  For the men carrying their paralysed 
friend, it was to burst their biceps and tear their fingers until they bled to get 
their friend there.  Faith is intellectual, yes, and it involves the deepest things 
of the heart, yes, but it’s also flesh and blood, real, in the face of those who 
are watching, and expressed in very physical activities of determination to get 
to Jesus.

The most remarkable thing about this passage to me has always been what 
Jesus said in v.20.  ‘When Jesus saw their faith, He said, “Friend, your sins 
are forgiven.”’  In churches, we’re used to the individualistic formula - ‘You, 
the individual, repents (turns around), puts your life in Jesus’ hands, is 
forgiven, and has eternal life.’  Like it’s all on one person to work it all out for 
themselves.

The repenting and trusting thing is consistent with the message we’ve already 
heard in Luke.  Human beings, to prepare for the Holy Spirit of God entering 
their lives now and forever, need forgiveness of sins by turning from the old 
life apart from God and being baptised into a new life of belonging to God 
through faith in Jesus Christ.

But what about when a person cannot come to Jesus for themselves?  What 
about the person who does not have the mental capacity to process all that 
intellectual stuff because of their age or the way their brain functions?

What about the person who has never heard the message that Jesus has to 
share with them?  It is the faith of the people who bring the one who cannot 
come themselves that Jesus responds to here in v.20.

It’s not clear from the text whether ‘their faith’ includes the faith of the 
paralysed man or not.  It might be that he earnestly desired to get to Jesus 
and asked for the help of these friends.  It might be that he had no desire to 
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meet Jesus and spent the whole journey saying, ‘guys, leave it, I don’t want 
this.’  We don’t know.  All we do know is that ‘their faith’ must include the faith 
of the friends who brought this man.

It matters to Jesus, and to your friend, that you express faith boldly to do 
everything you can to bring your friend to Him.  That you bust a gut working 
together to do that, that your heart won’t quit on it, that you put your heads 
together to think again when it doesn’t work the first time, that your arms ache 
because you’ve spared no effort on the urgent matter of getting them to Him.

How do you help your friend get past the obstacle that is in the way of them 
being right in front of Jesus?

This is a passage of firsts.  As we’ve seen, we’ve got the first mention of the 
noun, ‘faith,’ in v.20.  We’ve got the first appearance of the Pharisees and 
teachers of the law - people who will represent a growing opposition to Jesus 
alongside the growing number of people who will follow Him.  We’ll find out 
more about them in our next sermon two weeks from now.

And also in v.20, Jesus mentions for the first time a central part of His mission 
of releasing and restoring human beings: the forgiveness of sins.

These friends of ours that we’re desperate to bring right in front of Jesus to 
encounter Him - how much are they hearing about forgiveness?  Because 
Jesus astonishes everyone in the place when He tells this paralysed man in 
v.20 in response to bold faith, ‘friend, your sins are forgiven.’

The man and his friends are surprised.  Presumably, they had come hoping 
for the kind of physical and social healing that the leper got (although the man 
will also have had it drummed into him in that culture that he was the way he 
was because of his sin).

The powerful religious elite who had come to observe were shocked and 
appalled by Jesus’ own boldness.  All eyes would have turned to them when 
Jesus said it to see how they were going to react.  And in v.21 we’re told what 
they were thinking.  ‘This man is speaking blasphemy!  Nobody can forgive 
sins except God!’  Bear in mind, blasphemy was a capital offence.  Jesus’ 
opponents are already thinking, ‘Jesus must die.’

Forgiveness of sin.  A surprising gift, and a shocking claim.  But Jesus knew, 
that’s what the man before him needed.  That whatever the obvious needs 
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were for this man that everyone could see; this was the very genuine need he 
had right at the core of his life.

Now, the man still needed set free from his paralysis.  And Jesus’ opponents 
still needed to be trumped.  And Jesus had to somehow establish His claim to 
be able to forgive sins.  So Jesus does something to deal with it all - the 
healing, the opposition, the forgiveness of sins, the establishment of His 
power and authority, all in one brief masterstroke.

I love this about Jesus.  So often in the gospels, when people doubt or 
oppose or defy Him, He deals with it all in so few words, just like that.  In 
vv22-24, Jesus says addresses it all with a question - as He so often did.

Which is easier: To say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up and walk?’

Of course, it’s easier to say, ‘your sins are forgiven,’ isn’t it?  Because nobody 
can see whether or not that’s really happened.  If you’re going to say, ‘get up 
and walk,’ the paralysed person in front of you had better do it, or else you’re 
shown up for a fraud.

On the other hand, if you’re going to say ‘your sins are forgiven’ in front of a 
crowd of Pharisees who start plotting to kill you because you claim the 
authority that only God has, you’d better be able to actually break the chains 
of sin and death, and show that you have that authority.

Well, Jesus wraps it all together, and says, ‘So that you know that I have the 
authority to forgive sins… Go on, get up and walk.’  And the man does.  And 
we are to take it from this that Jesus can and does not only restore people 
physically and socially, but He restores people to innocence and welcome 
with God.

Now let’s be really clear that this is at the heart of the release and restoration 
that Jesus came to bring human beings.  When people ask you what Jesus 
has done in your life and why it matters, you might talk about how He has 
helped you through tough times.  You might speak of how you’ve discovered 
a community of love and welcome who speak about and sing to Him.

But if you don’t talk about being forgiven - being set free from the sin that 
hung over you, and the death that it results in - you have not grasped what 
Jesus is doing in this world, and what bold faith is straining every muscle to 
receive and to share.
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I’ve a horrible suspicion that a great many people in our churches, as well as 
our basically comfortable and affluent community, fall into one of two groups.  
They either think they don’t need forgiveness, and don’t get that Jesus offers 
it to them because they need it.  Or they know they need forgiveness, and 
don’t get that Jesus offers it to them because He wants them to have it.

Are you a forgiven person?…  Have you asked Jesus to forgive your sins?…  
Your answer to those two questions will be the same.  Jesus tells us these 
things about forgiveness, even here in Luke 5.  We need it.  He offers it.  And 
He has the power, authority and desire to give it to us.

Those who are bold enough to do all it takes to get near Jesus, for whatever 
reason they have done that, discover that Jesus speak these words to them - 
‘Friend, your sins are forgiven.’  Your guilt is dealt with.  God does not 
condemn you.  He doesn’t require you to work hard or be a better person so 
that you can know Him.  He has just set you free to enjoy Him with these 
words: ‘Friend, your sins are forgiven.’

In this passage, Jesus proved to an astonished crowd that He has the 
authority to forgive sins.  So whoever you are, whatever you’ve done, 
whatever guilt you carry, know this: It is not for others to judge and condemn 
you, because Jesus says, ‘I forgive you.’  It is not for you to judge and 
condemn yourself, because Jesus says, ‘I forgive you.’

It is Jesus alone who has the authority and the power to forgive your sin, and 
my sin.  As we come to celebrate communion together this morning, 
remember that.  And as we share in that celebration of forgiveness, let’s 
respond the way the crowd did here in v.26 - with awe, amazement, and 
praise.
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