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The great evangelist, Billy Graham, was known for his crusades where many people committed 

or recommitted their lives to Jesus. Lives were transformed as people discovered faith and life 

anew through his powerful ministry. I’ve heard it said that Billy Graham used to tell the story of 

a time when he entered a small town in preparation for a crusade later that evening. As he was 

driving around that town that day, he stopped a young boy to ask directions to the local post 

office because he had something to drop in the mail. The boy was more than willing to help out 

and gave him directions so that he could take care of the mail and get on with his day. 

  

Before he drove off, Rev. Graham thanked the boy for the directions. Forever the evangelist and 

never one to miss an opportunity to bring someone to Jesus, Billy Graham decided to invite this 

young boy back for his crusade later that night. After giving him the details, Billy Graham said, 

“If you come tonight, I’ll tell you how you can get into the kingdom of heaven.” 

 

The little boy thought about the invitation for a moment and then said, “Mister, I don’t know if 

I’m going to be there with you tonight.” Befuddled, Graham asked him, “Well, why not?” 

Without missing a beat, the young boy said, “You don’t even know your way to the post office.” 

 

If Billy Graham struggled from time to time to bring people to Jesus, is there any hope for the 

rest of us? 

 

I’ll never forget the man in one of my first congregations who told me that bringing people to 

Jesus was the job of the pastor rather than members of the congregation.  He told me, “Preacher, 

I might say something wrong and mess it up for them. Then they’ll be in hell for eternity because 

of something I said.” As a young seminary student that day I thought to myself, “Perhaps this job 

is harder than I originally thought. I just wanted to love Jesus and love people. Now their souls 

hang on every word I speak.” 

 

Our lesson from Luke’s gospel this morning tells the story of a man who encounters Jesus for the 

first time because of some friends. The lesson follows both Jesus’ calling of the first disciples as 

well as the cleansing, or healing, of a leper. Word was beginning to spread quickly throughout 

the region of Galilee about who Jesus was and what he did. The rumors were burning like 
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wildfire as our lesson opens up this morning from Luke 5:17-26.  Listen for the story of how this 

man encounters Jesus: 

 

One day, while he was teaching, Pharisees and teachers of the law were sitting 

near by (they had come from every village of Galilee and Judea and from 

Jerusalem); and the power of the Lord was with him to heal. Just then some men 

came, carrying a paralyzed man on a bed. They were trying to bring him in and 

lay him before Jesus; but finding no way to bring him in because of the crowd, 

they went up on the roof and let him down with his bed through the tiles into the 

middle of the crowd in front of Jesus. When he saw their faith, he said, 

“Friend, your sins are forgiven you.” 

 

Then the scribes and the Pharisees began to question, “Who is this who is 

speaking blasphemies? Who can forgive sins but God alone?” 

 

When Jesus perceived their questionings, he answered them, “Why do you raise 

such questions in your hearts? Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven 

you,’ or to say, ‘Stand up and walk’? But so that you may know that the Son of 

Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—he said to the one who was 

paralyzed—“I say to you, stand up and take your bed and go to your home.” 

 

Immediately he stood up before them, took what he had been lying on, and went to 

his home, glorifying God. Amazement seized all of them, and they glorified God 

and were filled with awe, saying, “We have seen strange things today.”1 

 

* * * * * 

 

Following the healing of a leper, the crowds are now so thick in that region of Galilee where 

Jesus finds himself that only certain people can get into the house to see him. The people have 

not only come from Galilee, but from down south in Judea and even Jerusalem. That’s quite a 

trip by bus in today’s standards, let alone on foot in that day. Jesus, however, has become quite a 

popular guy. The crowd is so deep that you can’t get close to him. It seems that Jesus’ original 

call for his disciples to simply “follow me” has worked out quite well for him. 

 

As the house has filled up, we begin to hear the story of a man who needs to get inside.  

Immediately, we sympathize with his situation. We’re rooting for him. We don’t know much 

about him except that he is paralyzed, and if he encounters Jesus, something could be different. 

We know that there is not much hope for him to be healed if he can’t even get an audience with 

Jesus. 

 

Four of his friends, however, are undeterred. They are determined to get him inside. You see, 

they have carried him this far and they are not about to let a crowd keep their friend on the 

outside. So they take him up to the roof and pull back the tiles so that they might let the man 

down from above right in front of Jesus. How many of you could use some friends like that? 
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These friends will stop at nothing to make sure that their friend gets what they think that he 

needs the most: Jesus. They know that Jesus can do something for their friend’s struggle. Their 

determination is emboldened by their faith in One who might be able to help out their friend. 

There are no guarantees, but they are filled with faith and a hope that propels them forward. So 

they get up on the roof and raise the roof in order to lower a friend to Jesus. Tile by tile, they cut 

a hole in the roof to get their friend right in front of the One who can do something to help out, 

Jesus. 

 

We know how the story goes from there. Jesus first forgives the man’s sins to the astonishment 

of the Pharisees who know that only God can do that. The religious elitists of the day call it 

“blasphemy” because only God can do that. Some of us might take comfort in knowing that 

Jesus was a little bit of a heretical renegade in his own day. Then Jesus tells him to stand up, take 

up his mat, and go home. You see, they thought that the man was paralyzed because of his sin, 

but Jesus not only forgave his sin, but also provided healing as proof for his authority to 

reconnect the paralyzed man to God. 

 

Mike Slaughter, our men’s retreat leader this past weekend and the author of Made for a Miracle, 

reminds us that in the gospels, miracles are not simply about an encounter with God.  Rather, 

miracles are the result when human initiative is paired with divine interaction. In this case, his 

buddies brought the paralytic man to Jesus in faith that Jesus can do something for their friend. 

They cut a hole in the roof. Who does that? These friends did. Luke tells us that their faith 

touches Jesus’ heart. 

 

R. Alan Culpepper, in The New Interpreter’s Bible suggests that faith is discovered in these four 

friends more so than in all the religious authorities who have crowded this man out of the house.  

Jesus’ heart is not touched the most by faith centered on religious orthodoxy, or on the right 

belief, or on religious elitism, but by the concern for meeting a human being at the point of his 

greatest need. The faith of his friends is rewarded while those who cried “blasphemy” were 

frustrated that day.2 How great is our own faith; our belief in what Jesus can do for us and for our 

world? 

 

What lengths might we go to usher people into the presence of Jesus? This past week, I saw an 

email thank you from a juvenile lifer by the name of Jerry who had been released from prison.  

Juvenile lifers were incarcerated for life for their offenses when they were still juveniles. Years 

later, they are being released back into society. Reentry can be an uphill battle for most who have 

no resources or loved ones to turn to. 

 

As a result, our Church and Society Ministry supports these folks as they reenter society with a 

backpack filled with some necessities so that they can at least have a start as they reenter the 

world. They have some clothes and basic necessities so that they can at least have a chance at a 

new start in life. This past week, we received a note from one of them, named, Jerry. Jerry wrote: 

 

I want to thank you for the wonderful gifts that you provided upon my release. I 

understand your church was responsible. Please know how very thankful I am for 

those gifts. Since my release I have been the recipient of so much of God’s grace 

that I’ve been able to view the world not in the cynical terms characteristic of my 
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former state, but as a simple man, one among many, who travels throughout his 

day smiling and confident of purpose. It’s somewhat amazing to me that I’ve been 

so well and so easily accepted, and I credit no small amount of that to the tangible 

express(ion) of that grace as I interact with those around me. How far ranging our 

efforts of aid can extend on the lives of those in need. So please know that the 

gifts of your church have had a profound and positive impact on my life and the 

re-entry burden greatly reduced. I will pay forward these gifts to others in need as 

I am able. Thank your very much. 

 

A backpack, my friends. A simple backpack filled with basic necessities became the mat that 

lowered Jerry into the presence of Jesus. The roof was torn off and grace began to flow because 

of your faith and your ministry at Birmingham First. Your faith in what Jesus can do to bring 

healing became transformational in Jerry’s life. And Jerry is going out now to change the world 

by “paying it forward.” 

 

Last week, I asked some Facebook friends who introduced them to Jesus. It was beautiful to read 

how family, parents, grandparents, siblings, spouses, friends and even Billy Graham helped so 

many to be ushered into the presence of Jesus simply by how they lived their lives or an 

extended invitation (sometimes expectation) to come to church. I remembered the first time that 

my great-grandmother invited me to join her at church. She was visiting from out of town and 

staying at my grandparents’ home. I stayed the night to visit with her, but I didn’t have any shoes 

except my tennis shoes. She was not deterred. She told me that they’d be glad to have me in 

church. You know what? They were! And it was in being received with open arms that I met 

Jesus in the people of that United Methodist church.  

 

Could it be that we make our acts of witness all too complicated, when Jesus simply gathered his 

disciples together by the Sea of Galilee with an invitation, “Come, follow me, and I will make 

you fish for people”? What does it mean for us to bring people to Jesus? Is it about saying the 

right words or praying the right prayers with them? Or is it about extending an expression of 

grace or an invitation to join us on our journey of discipleship; to do whatever we can to make 

sure that those who need Jesus most are lowered into his very presence because we believe that it 

is Jesus who makes the difference in our lives? 

 

While the United Methodist Church in Michigan has lost over half of its membership and its 

average worship attendance over the last forty years, there is one more statistic that I find 

amazing, almost biblical in its nature. Did you know that even today, over 80% of people report 

coming to church for the first time when a friend or family member invites them to church? Can 

you believe it? It takes nothing more than a simple invitation to join you at church to bring 

someone into the presence of Jesus in this place. 

 

Just yesterday, one of our members, Jay Shell, was outside gardening when a couple of people 

pulled up to the church looking for the Presbyterian church. It appears that one of the two woman 

had lost someone in California and needed an accessible building in which to pray since the 

memorial service was today and she couldn’t be there. Jay invited them in to Birmingham First 

and turned on the lights in the Sanctuary. Talking with a staff member, they brought her a candle 

as she offered her prayer. Then Jay invited her to church today. 
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My friends, this is what it means to usher people into the presence of Jesus. To share our witness 

is a simple invitation, an expression of love, a reminder in this difficult world that God is indeed 

with us in Jesus Christ. Last week, I met two people during worship that had been invited here by 

friends. They came because someone cared enough to extend the invitation. 

 

I wonder how greatly our ministry might change if we all took the time to bring someone into the 

presence of Jesus. As the world around us starts to turn all sorts of crazy, do we still believe that 

Jesus can make a difference in our lives and the lives of those around us? You bet we do! Can 

you imagine what might happen in this place if we had the faith to place folks at the feet of 

Jesus? Maybe, just maybe, we’d see some strange things that cause us to glorify God. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Luke 5:17-26, NRSV. 
2 Culpepper, R. Alan. The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. IX. Ed. Leander E. Keck et al. (Nashville: Abingdon P, 

1995), 121-6. 

 


