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Mark 2:1-12 Jesus cures a paralysed man
(Isaiah 43:18-19, 21-22, 24-25; Psalm 41 [40]; 2 Corinthians 1:18-22)
Mark 2:1 When he returned to Capernaum after some days, it was reported that he was at home.  2 So many gathered around that there was no longer room for them, not even in front of the door; and he was speaking the word to them.  3 Then some people came, bringing to him a paralyzed man, carried by four of them.  4 And when they could not bring him to Jesus because of the crowd, they removed the roof above him; and after having dug through it, they let down the mat on which the paralytic lay.  5 When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven.”  6 Now some of the scribes were sitting there, questioning in their hearts,  7 “Why does this fellow speak in this way? It is blasphemy! Who can forgive sins but God alone?”  8 At once Jesus perceived in his spirit that they were discussing these questions among themselves; and he said to them, “Why do you raise such questions in your hearts?  9 Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Stand up and take your mat and walk’?  10 But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins”—he said to the paralytic—  11 “I say to you, stand up, take your mat and go to your home.”  12 And he stood up, and immediately took the mat and went out before all of them; so that they were all amazed and glorified God, saying, “We have never seen anything like this!”
(A) Initial observations

This story has several layers to it, which might not be apparent on the first reading. At a first level, it is a story about a healing—the paralyzed man is cured. At another level, it is about the forgiveness of sins and the claim to be able to do this. Finally, at the level of the story in Mark’s Gospel, it starts a series of conflicts which will have a special structure in 2:1-3:6 but which will continue right up the end of Jesus’ ministry. For our lectio purposes, the man’s paralysis may be read as a metaphor for the paralysis of sin.

(B) Is there an old testament background to this text?

In the OT, it is only God who forgives sins. 

Psa. 79:9 
Help us, O God of our salvation,



for the glory of your name;


deliver us, and forgive our sins,



for your name’s sake. 

Sir. 2:11 
For the Lord is compassionate and merciful;



he forgives sins and saves in time of distress.
(C) What kind of writing is this?

Like all the other scenes in the Gospel, this anecdote is a chreia (lit. “need”), a story which illustrates the “needful”. This story, however, shows a peculiar structure, as part of a series of stories in Mark 2:1-3:6. 
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The stories are, therefore, in a pattern that is meaningful. (1) You can compare the stories A and A1, B and B1. The punch lines can also be compared. (2) You can notice that the centre story, C, teaches that new times have arrived and new practices are in order. This is the core message of the sequence, permitting the “novelty” of forgiving sins, welcoming sinners and breaking the Sabbath (twice). Finally, the stories can be read in a straightforward fashion, showing increasingly sharp hostility to Jesus until we come to the last verse of the sequence, which reads: “The Pharisees went out and immediately conspired with the Herodians against him, how to destroy him.” (Mark 3:6) From the point of view of the Gospel story, this is a bit early for such deadly intent. It is, perhaps, the case that this sequence circulated independently before the Gospel was written and was included here en bloc by the author. 

(D) Is there a NT foreground to the text?

This story is part of the preaching of the Kingdom in Mark. Unlike his mentor John the Baptist, who preached a frightening judgement to come, Jesus preached the Kingdom as God’s compassion and forgiveness: “John the baptizer appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” (Mark 1:4) ““Whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone; so that your Father in heaven may also forgive you your trespasses.”” (Mark 11:25)

The hostility illustrated will resume in Mark 12 and Mark 14-15.

(F) Saint Paul 

“For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. Indeed, rarely will anyone die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person someone might actually dare to die. But God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us. Much more surely then, now that we have been justified by his blood, will we be saved through him from the wrath of God. For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by his life. But more than that, we even boast in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.” (Romans 5:6-11)
(F) A brief commentary on the text

1 Mark continues to note the spread of Jesus’ fame and reputation.

2 A wonderfully described scene. “The word” is an early Christian term for the Gospel and is also found in the Acts of the Apostles. This Gospel was written about forty years after Jesus’ death, and so it reflects the later usage.

3 This is the beginning of a miracle story.

4 The bearers are determined and their determination is a wordless request for help.

5 In this story, as in the corresponding Mark 3:1-6, Jesus perceives and reads hearts. Faith is regularly acknowledged as the factor that facilitates a healing (5:34; 10:52). Of course, we don’t expect the words spoken—at this point we would anticipate something like “rise up, take up your bed…”. This surprising development takes us to the second level of the story, that is the level of Jesus’ identity as God’s agent of forgiveness.  

6 Notice that they question in their hearts, i.e. without saying anything.

7 These observations are simply biblical teaching, perfectly orthodox!

8 Again, Jesus perceives and goes on to challenge them.

9 Theologically speaking, it is harder to forgive sins than to heal. However, practically speaking, it is harder to declare a paralytic healed, because the onlookers can tell immediately if the words have been effective! 

10 Jesus here combines the two “sayings”, with the visible, physical healing offered as a guarantee of the invisible, spiritual healing. “Son of Man” is an expression from the book of Daniel, meaning the agent of God’s salvation.

11 Three commands given.

12 Three commands fulfilled. 

13 As usual in Mark, the initial, actually non-committal reaction is “wonder”. Such a reaction is part of a three-fold pattern in the Gospel: many “wonder” and “are astonished, but it is static; some are hostile and become increasingly so; finally the disciples make a journey from wonder to faith.

(G) Pointers for Prayer

1 Perhaps you can identify with the man on the stretcher who has been paralyzed and then could walk. Have there been times when you were able to move after a period of being stuck, paralyzed? What lay behind the paralysis? What was the change like for you?

2 The liberation the paralyzed man experienced when he could walk again is symbolic of the liberation forgiveness can bring. What was it like for you when someone forgave you for doing something about which you felt guilty? Recall the freedom and the healing of a relationship that the forgiveness brought. Have you in your turn given this experience to another person through your willingness to forgive?

3 Perhaps you have experienced the same liberation in your relationship with God, either through the Sacrament of Reconciliation, or through some other experience of God’s forgiveness. Remember when it happened and give thanks.

4 The paralytic was unable to come to come to Jesus without help. There are times when we need the help of friends to get the help we need for healing or for growth. Who are the people who helped you when you felt stuck and unable to move on? When have you been that kind of a friend to another?

5 The friends showed great determination in their efforts to bring the man to Jesus. Their persistence was rewarded. When have you found that it was worthwhile to persist even though initially there seemed to be insurmountable obstacles in the way?

(H) Prayer


G

od of pardon and deliverance,

your forgiving love, revealed in Christ,

has brought to birth a new creation.

Raise us up from our sins

to walk in your ways,

that we may witness to your power,

which makes all things new.

Grant this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, 

who lives and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit,

God for ever and ever. Amen. 
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