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He said to the paralytic, “Take heart, my son; your sins 
are forgiven (Mt 9:2). 

Jesus forgave the paralytic’s sins, but He also cured 

him of his paralysis.  The purpose of the cure was to be a sign 

that his sins were forgiven, indeed, that his soul was healed. 

Our Lord plainly tells us this.  

…that you may know that the Son of man has authority 
on earth to forgive sins”—he then said to the 
paralytic— “Rise, take up your bed and go home.” And 
he rose and went home (Mt 9:5–7).  

Jesus most often performed miracles as signs.  In John’s 

Gospel miracles are not called miracles at all. They are called 

signs. There are many examples of this.  In healing the man 

born blind, for instance, Jesus says, “I am the light of the 

world” (Jn 9:5). Why does Jesus do this?  Why does He 

accompany His words with signs like these? 

Words and signs are necessary for us because without 

them how would we know of invisible, spiritual realities?  In 

this case, Jesus’ words, together with the healing of the 

paralytic’s body is a visible sign of the invisible healing of the 

man’s soul. But there is something else that is invisible here, 

that’s revealed by Jesus’ word and the sign that He performs.  

It is Jesus’s identity. Only God can forgive sins. This is why the 

Scribes react to Jesus when He forgives the paralytic. They say 

to themselves, “The man blasphemes.” Jesus claims to have 

the authority to forgive sins. The instantaneous healing of the 

paralytic was a powerful sign that confirmed His authority and 

the truth of His words – “My son, your sins are forgiven”.  And 

if Jesus’ words are true, then, He can be no one other, than 

God Himself. And so, an invisible, spiritual reality (the 

forgiveness of sins) is made manifest through Jesus’ words 

together with an outward sign (the healing of the paralyzed 

man).   
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Human beings, as we have said before, are not purely 

spiritual creatures.  How else do we know things except in and 

through our bodies, our senses? This is how we learn; this is 

how we communicate our thoughts. Does it make sense to 

just think in your mind that you have forgiven someone, 

without ever telling the person whom you have forgiven?  

Does it make sense to just think that you are sorry for having 

wronged another person without ever saying to them that you 

are sorry or doing something to show that you are sorry? 

Would you “just think in your mind” that you love your spouse 

and children and never tell them that you love them, and 

never do anything to show them your love? I can’t see your 

thoughts; I can’t see your forgiveness.  I can’t see your love, 

because these are immaterial realities. They are spiritual, like 

your soul is spiritual.  I cannot see your soul. How would you 

know the thoughts in my mind at this moment, if I were not 

speaking to you? And what are these words that I am using, 

but signs that communicate to you the invisible thoughts that 

are in my mind?  

We need outward signs, we need to see, hear and 

experience love and forgiveness in and through our bodies.  

How else would we know these realities? This is as simple and 

as easy to understand as a little girl saying to her mother, “I 

love you” and then presenting her with a flower as a sign of 

her love and affection. It is as simple as a husband declaring 

his love and commit and then placing a ring on the finger of 

his bride.  And so, our Lord, for our sakes, gives us words and 

signs because He knows how we are made.  He knows that we 

need to hear words and to see signs.  This is also why, at least 

in part, that he came to us in the flesh, so that we could see 

God and hear Him speak to us.  He came to us in the flesh, 

taking on our human nature so that we could see His infinite 
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love for us, suffering for our sins, hanging on a cross for us 

unto death. He came to us, in the flesh, that we could see Him 

risen from the dead—so that Thomas could place his fingers 

into the Lord’s side and believe.  

God has appeared to us in the flesh. He has walked 

among us; He has spoken to us in human language; He has 

touched human beings with His hand, and healed them as 

signs of His love.  And in human flesh, He has saved the world. 

We know that God has saved us because He has told us 

(words) and shown us (signs). We have seen Him suffer and 

die on the cross for our sins and rise from the dead on the 

third day. The immaterial, the spiritual, the invisible, the 

transcendent One has appeared on earth. And the apostles 

are witnesses to us of these things.  The first epistle of John 

beautifully explains: 

That which was from the beginning, which we have 

heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we 

have looked upon and touched with our hands, 

concerning the word of life— the life was made 

manifest, and we saw it, and testify to it, and proclaim 

to you the eternal life which was with the Father and 

was made manifest to us— that which we have seen 

and heard we proclaim also to you, so that you may 

have fellowship with us; and our fellowship is with the 

Father and with his Son Jesus Christ (1 Jn 1:1–3). 

What a tremendous and awesome mystery. They lived with 

God; they saw Him; they heard Him; they spoke with Him; 

they walked with Him and sat down at table and ate with Him. 

And they were made witnesses to us of these things, of all 

that was visible of our Lord, all that He said, and the signs that 

He worked.  

But the Lord did not forget us who would remain on 

earth after He ascended into heaven.  The early Church 

Father, Pope St. Leo the Great (400-461), said, “What was 

visible in our Savior has passed over into his mysteries 
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(Sermon 74). Pope Leo is referring to the Holy Mysteries, the 

sacraments. In the Holy Mysteries, all that was visible in 

Christ, what the apostles have seen, heard and touch, has 

passed over into the Holy Mysteries.  The Holy Mysteries are 

the words and the signs that our Lord has instituted to 

communicate His life to us, His grace. They are the means by 

which we receive and the means by which we know that the 

Lord is present and acting among us.  These mystical signs are, 

in fact, acts of Jesus. They are unique and special signs 

because they actually do that for which they stand. Jesus told 

the Apostles that if they forgive someone’s sins that those sins 

are forgiven.  And so, in the Holy Mystery of Confession, when 

the priest forgives sins, sins are really forgiven. The words and 

the signs of this Holy Mystery truly do that for which they 

stand.  This is no purely symbolic action any more than the 

words of Jesus to the paralytic were symbolic.  

Jesus told the paralyzed man that his sins were 

forgiven, and so it was done. Jesus performed a sign, that the 

paralyzed man (and the Scribes) would know that his sins 

were forgiven. How else would the man have realized that his 

sins were forgiven, if He had not seen and heard?   Similarly, in 

the Holy Mysteries we have both the words and the outward 

signs, which together reveal and communicate to us that Jesus 

is acting in this moment, in this place, and in this particular 

way. How else would we know that Jesus is with us and 

forgiving our sins?   

Is the forgiveness of God just something in our heads? 

Is it just something that we think or that we tell ourselves?  

How do we know it? Is it simply a feeling?  Our feelings are 

tossed about like leaves in the wind.  What Christian would 

not want to hear the Lord’s words, His voice, speaking to him, 

saying, “My child, your sins are forgiven you”? Who would not 
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want to hear this and who would not want to see the sign of 

forgiveness that Jesus performed? This is precisely what we 

hear and see in the Holy Mystery of Confession.  

Similarly, how do we know, as St. Paul says, that we 

have been buried with Christ and so will rise with Him?  Does 

St. Paul say that we just need to think this in our minds or 

have a particular feeling about it?  No.  Rather, he says, 

You were buried with him in baptism, in which you 
were also raised with him through faith in the working 
of God, who raised him from the dead (Col 2:12). 

St. Paul also teaches that we have been clothed with Christ.  

How is this so and how do we know this?  St. Paul says, “For as 

many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ 

(Ga 3:27).  Thus, in the Holy Mysteries, we too can claim, 

along with the first epistle of John, that: 

We have seen with our eyes, we have looked upon and 
touched with our hands, concerning the word of life— 

the life was made manifest, and we saw it (1 John 1:1-
2). 

What a wonder, what an awesome and consoling gift it 

is to have the Holy Mysteries.  By means of them, God 

manifests Himself among us, living and active, loving us, 

forgiving our sins and saving us. Let us, then, approach the 

Holy Mysteries with sincere hearts, “with the fear God and 

with faith” (Divine Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom). 

 


