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Ephesians 4.17-32  Matthew 9.1-7
Both our readings dealt with walking – Ephesians in a metaphorical sense, the Gospel passage literally. Walking may be  a matter of real concern for us – for many, as we get older, it gets more difficult; and the very fact of finding something we used to do without thinking about it difficult or painful makes us focus on it – what a marvelous thing it is to be able to walk about. And we can see that it’s a very strong image – standing for all our abilities to act freely and without constraint.

You’ll remember, or have in front  of you, the opening words of our Epistle: ‘This I say, therefore, and testify in the Lord, that ye henceforth walk not as other Gentiles walk, in the vanity of their mind..’  If you looked at that in a modern version you might find that the metaphor of walking had been done away with in that verse: the NRSV which we use at other services, says ‘you must no longer live as the other Gentiles live’.  This no doubt gets the sense of what the writer is saying, but it loses the rich  imagery of walking, which was definitely there in the Greek word which was first used in the epistle, a d which the AV retained.
In the Gospel reading we heard of a paralysed man who was enabled by Jesus to  get up and walk. It’s a physical picture  which can help us understand the way in which St Paul thought about a transformation in our way of living which comes about  by meeting Jesus for ourselves. He often talked about  Christians walking – walking  not in sin, but in the Spirit – not as the Gentiles did, but as people rooted in Christ.  It’s a usage he was particularly fond of, and employed throughout his letters.
So, let’s pause for a few minutes and think about the Gospel story of the man who was made able to walk by Jesus, and then think about what hat might tell us about walking  the Christian way, living the Christian life.
The little story we had from Matthew this morning is his equivalent of the much better-known tale of the man who was let down through the roof. In a way typical of him, Matthew has abbreviated the story as we find it in Mark and Luke – leaving out the picturesque bit, you might say , but keeping the essentials. But, even while abbreviating, Matthew has put one detail  in – or left it in, if he found it in his source – a detail which isn’t in Mark and Luke.  Matthew tells us that  Jesus , on seeing theman, said, ‘Son, be of  good cheer’ (or, in slightly  more modern parlance, ‘ Son,take heart’).

All three Gospels go on to tell us that Jesus said ‘your sins are forgiven’; but only Matthew tells us that he addressed the man’s feelings first: ‘be of good cheer’, he said.
Now, whether Jesus actually spoke those words, or Matthew has added them in, we don’t know. But we can be sure that there was something about meeting Jesus which did transform people’s feelings – in particular, their feelings about themselves. Jesus didn’t just speak theology to their  heads  - he had an immediate emotional  impact as well. Even if he only said, ‘your sins are forgiven’, we can imagine that something changed inside the man – something in him responded to a truth he’d scarcely dared hope for. He felt utterly accepted, as Jesus’ eyes looked down at him as though he was the only other person in the world for that instant. And in this sense, the man was healed, even before Jesus told him to pick up his mat and walk home. He knew he was loved, with an utter, and unconditional love, before which sin, guilt, regret and resentment simply melted away. And the freedom to walk physically flowed-on  from this, as a sort of symbol of the inner change in him.

In the same way, I believe, all of Paul’s injunctions to walk – to walk in the Spirit, to walk worthily, to walk in Christ by behaving in certain ways  - all of these are descriptions of the kind of life which can only flow out of  someone after a healing encounter with God’s love. It is accepting that He is looking at you and accepting you – no if’s, no but’s: accepting you utterly.  It’s coming to trust  he has forgiven all your sins, and found you worthy; it’s opening yourself to  all this which creates in your heart what Paul called ‘the new man’, ‘a new creation’ – ‘renewed in the spirit of your mind’, as he said in the Epistle this morning. It’s the ‘new man’, the renewed creature, who can get up and walk in the loving way of the Spirit –not the old, anxious, struggling person who’s just trying very hard to get it right. It’s the one who’s received the God’s love like an unexpected present, and dared to open it, rather than push it away, saying ‘ some mistake, surely, it can’t be for me’… it’s the one who has let his or her eyes fill with ears because  of God’s breathtaking acceptance – he or she is the one who will be able to see clearly to walk in God’s way.
We sometimes forget this very basic truth of the Christian life, and make it into an obstacle –course, something  we feel we need to complete successfully in order to win approval. But it’s not like that at all.

Today, at Communion, the gift is given to us again; quite individually, with really no mistake; the gift of God’s utter love for you; the gift of Christ’s free forgiveness and acceptance; the  healing gift which can transform your inner self, and set you free  to walk with him.

As you open your hands at the Communon rail, open your heart to the gift; it’s here for you, for the taking.
