
Sermon for Trinity 19 – Matthew 9:1-8 
In the Name of the Father and of the Son  and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 

Our Lord returned to Capernaum and the people brought to Him a paralyzed man.  By now, 
Christ is a well-renowned healer and worker of miracles.  But He does something unexpected this time.  
Instead of healing the paralyzed man right away, He forgives the man his sins.  This caused 
considerable commotion.  Could a man forgive sins? Isn’t that God’s work alone? From all outward 
appearances, this Jesus seems to be just a man.   

Those scribes, or Bible scholars, who judged Jesus as a blasphemer for claiming the power to 
forgive sins would not have dreamed of denying God the power to forgive sins.  These were Bible-
believing, synagogue-going men.  They believed in the forgiveness of sins.  But they also knew that all 
sin is committed ultimately against God and God is the only one with the authority to forgive.  Only 
God in heaven can forgive sins. 

And that’s true.  Only God in heaven can forgive sins.  But forgiveness doesn’t do much good 
contained up in heaven, does it? We live here on earth.  Here on earth is where sin is.  Here on earth is 
where we sin and are sinned against.  Here on earth is where we suffer the effects of sin.  If forgiveness 
is up in heaven and not here on earth then we sinners who need forgiveness will have to figure out a 
way to get to heaven for the forgiveness we need.  But it’s precisely because of sin that we are unable 
to do so.  So we’re stuck on earth.  This has been the plight of man since the Old Testament times.   

The patriarch Jacob left home.  He was seeking refuge in the house of his uncle to escape from 
his own brother Esau from whom he had stolen the birthright.  During his travels he stopped at a place 
to rest.  He had a dream.  He saw a ladder joining heaven to earth with angels ascending and 
descending on it.  God was at the top of the ladder and Jacob was at the bottom.  The ladder symbolized 
that God in heaven would join the human race.  God would become a man, a descendent of Jacob.  
Heaven would join earth.  The forgiveness of sins that only God in heaven can give would be won on 
earth and given here on earth.   

That’s how Jesus claimed the authority on earth to forgive sins.  By healing the man who was 
paralyzed, He showed His power to forgive sins.  The paralytic didn’t have to walk up to Jesus to get 
the forgiveness he needed.  Christ went to where he was.  The paralytic couldn’t go to God, so God 
went to him.  This is how forgiveness works.  The sin that we commit in thought, word, and deed keeps 
us away from God.  So God becomes man.  He descends Jacob’s ladder.  Here on earth He claims the 
right to forgive sins.  God and man goes to where all the sin of all sinners is punished.  Jacob’s sin 
against Esau, your sin against your brother and sister, your neighbor’s sin against you—all the sins you 
ever heard of—were piled up into one big heap and placed on Christ who suffered the full punishment 
they deserved.  He came down to earth to remove the sin from earth that kept us out of heaven.   

When Jesus died and was risen from the dead He appeared to His disciples and gave to them 
and to His Church the authority to forgive sins.  The authority He claimed He earned.  The authority 
He earned He gave.  Christians speak words that deliver God’s forgiveness.  Sinful human beings 
forgive sinful human beings by God’s authority.  Since we have God’s authority to do so, it is God who 
is doing so.   

The vast majority of Protestant Christianity takes issue with what was just said.  The Crucified 
and Resurrected Jesus gives the authority to forgive sins to His Church today.  No Christian would say 
that God does not have the authority to forgive sins.  And yet they say in Pharisaic fashion that no man 
on earth can forgive sins; that this is blasphemy.  They bristle at the fact that God claims the authority 
to forgive sinners their sins through words spoken by men. 

So the question isn’t about God’s authority to forgive sins; no one will deny that.  The question 
is how God forgives sins.  For the majority of Protestants, forgiveness from God is some sort of feeling 
(in here) or something that I must ascend to achieve.  For them, forgiveness is stuck up on heaven until 
one is worthy to go up and get it.   

But for us, forgiveness in Christ is here on earth.  And we’re not shy about it.  We confess it right 
at the beginning of each Divine Service with words that we often don’t think about or gloss over in the 



corporate confession and absolution.  Yet, these are important words.  We confess our sins at the 
beginning of the service.  And as if it’s not offensive enough to call ourselves and others “poor 
miserable sinners,” we really drive them crazy with this: “… I, by virtue of my office, as a called and 
ordained servant of the Word, announce the grace of God unto all of you, and in the stead and by the 
command of my Lord Jesus Christ I forgive you all your sins…”  

The pastor forgives sins in Jesus’ name because God called him to do so as His minister.  But it’s 
not only the pastor who has this authority.  All Christians may and should forgive in Jesus’ name.  The 
authority of Christ to forgive sins here on earth is a treasure He has entrusted to His Church.  It is a 
priceless treasure.  It’s a treasure worth defending.   

Why? Forgiveness isn’t stuck up in heaven.  Our Lord brings it to earth.  Sometimes we carry 
around guilt.  If not, we certainly know people who do.  And it shows in a lot of different ways.  Some 
people are restless souls, trying to “work off” the wrong that they’ve done.  They carry their guilt 
around hoping to atone for it through their good deeds to others.  Other people know their own guilt 
so they tally the sins and the wrong-doing of others.  They hold a grudge.  They can point to the list 
and say that at least they’re not as bad as that person.  Whatever the case may be, guilty people need 
Christ’s forgiveness.  We all need to hear that Christ shed His blood for us and died for us.  He takes 
all our sins and guilt away.  We don’t need to atone for our sins, Christ did it.  He forgives you just as 
He forgives others.   

Everyone needs the forgiveness that Christ alone can give.  But nowadays the forgiveness of sin 
has given way to the denial of sin.  Deceitful desires, selfish ambition, theft, gossip, stinginess, fits of 
rage, cohabitation, fornication, and other sins coming from the deceiving lusts of our fallen nature are 
defended, excused, defined away, or considered human rights that cannot be denied.  So instead of 
seeking forgiveness of sins and the power of the Holy Spirit that comes from that forgiveness, people 
remain trapped in their sin.  This hurts them.  It embitters them.  It destroys them.  It needs to be 
forgiven if they are to be able to arise and walk.   

But empowerment is the slogan these days.  Repentance is out of style.  There’s an irony for you! 
Empowerment is exactly the opposite of what it claims to be and do! Real empowerment is to forgive 
people their sins.  Everyone needs the forgiveness that Christ alone gives.  Everyone needs to hear the 
words of Christ’s absolution.  Everyone needs to believe these words, for they give what they say: 
forgiveness and freedom! That’s what brings us together Sunday after Sunday as we listen to the voice 
of Christ forgiving all our sins.  Christ joins us and speaks the words we need to hear.  You are forgiven.  
From those words we have the forgiveness we need to live faithful lives here on earth.  This is real 
power.  

We need forgiveness here on earth where we live.  We need to receive it.  We need to give it.  
We can’t give what we don’t have.  What we have we can give away and we don’t lose it by giving it 
away.  God forgives us because He love us.  Talk of love without forgiveness is hollow.  God puts His 
own authority behind the words He speaks and gives that authority to us. 

“Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven.”  Christ proved God’s forgiveness isn’t stuck up in 
heaven, but is now down here on earth.  The crowd marveled that God had given such power to men.  
You can forgive those who do you wrong.  You don’t have to wait until they walk up to you and ask 
for it.  Maybe they can’t walk.  Maybe they won’t ask.  They’re as trapped in their sins as that paralytic 
was trapped on his bed.  Your forgiveness can be the voice of God.  We give what we receive.  Forgiving 
those who do us wrong is showing Christ to our neighbor. 

The Son of Man has power here on earth to forgive sins until the end of time.  Here on earth is 
where we need it.  Here on earth is where He gives it.  His words of forgiveness give us what they say.  
They define who we are.  They empower us to forgive.  “Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven.”  
Amen.  

The Peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. 
Amen. BJF 


