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SCRIPTURE READING 
Our Scripture reading is from the Gospel of Mark 2: 1-12 
2 A few days later, when Jesus again entered Capernaum, the people heard that he had come 
home. 2 They gathered in such large numbers that there was no room left, not even outside the 
door, and he preached the word to them. 3 Some men came, bringing to him a paralyzed man, 
carried by four of them. 4 Since they could not get him to Jesus because of the crowd, they 
made an opening in the roof above Jesus by digging through it and then lowered the mat the 
man was lying on. 5 When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralyzed man, “Son, your sins are 
forgiven.” 
 
6 Now some teachers of the law were sitting there, thinking to themselves, 7 “Why does this fellow 
talk like that? He’s blaspheming! Who can forgive sins but God alone?” 
 
8 Immediately Jesus knew in his spirit that this was what they were thinking in their hearts, and he 
said to them, “Why are you thinking these things? 9 Which is easier: to say to this paralyzed man, 
‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up, take your mat and walk’? 10 But I want you to know 
that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.” So he said to the man, 11 “I tell you, 
get up, take your mat and go home.” 12 He got up, took his mat and walked out in full view of 
them all. This amazed everyone and they praised God, saying, “We have never seen anything 
like this!” 
 
Sermon “Half Truths: God Helps Those Who Help Themselves”  
Have you taken the time to read the 1736 Poor Richard’s Almanac? I did this week. Before you 
think I have either gone crazy or I have nothing better to do, let me share some nuggets of 
wisdom found in this little book: Wealth is not his that has it, but his that enjoys it; Fish and visitors 
stink in three days; He that scatters thorns, let him not go barefoot; He that speaks much, is much 
mistaken; and finally God helps them that help themselves. It was this publication that made this 
phrase popular in the early 18th C. By the way, Poor Richard was really Benjamin Franklin. 
 
While the phrase “God helps those who help themselves” was popularized by Franklin, an early 
variation of this phrase is found in Greek mythology. Do you know where’s it not found? It’s not 
found in the Bible. Great, we got that out of the way, now I can sit down. Maybe not, because 
according to a survey by the Barna Group, around 80% of Americans believe that this phrase is 
in fact in the Bible. This is a hard topic, I freely admit that. As it is with the topics we are sharing 
about over the next few weeks, they are considered half-truths. We are loosely using a book by 
that title by Pastor Adam Hamilton who shares that this phrase is really more of a one/third truth. 
What’s that part? It might be a good starting place. 
 
We are called to be intentional with our lives, always responding to the grace God has given us. 
Each of us have been given gifts that we put in use not only in our church lives, but hopefully 
everyday of our lives at home and at work. We all have something to share to make the world a 



better place. As I shared over Labor Day weekend, we are called to engage in what I call holy 
work, no matter what our work is, we are called to work in cooperation with God’s grace 
whether we teach, work in business, government, the legal system, the service industry, or 
whatever career we work in. While we should bring our very best to our work lives, our careers 
should not measured in earthly success, but in doing what’s right and working as co-creators 
with God in this world. We are called to engage in what the Benedictines call ora et labora, 
prayer and work. We pray and we work. Vincent Van Gogh, who was a son of a minister, once 
wrote, “Your profession is not what brings home your weekly paycheck. Your profession is what 
you’re put here on earth to do, with such passion and such intensity that it becomes spiritual in 
calling.” God works through all of us in this world, as we are called to live a passionate, 
intentional, grace filled life. 
 
I’m guessing we have rarely used this phrase, “God helps those who help themselves” for 
ourselves though. If we’re really honest this morning, we have likely said this phrase toward other 
people, especially those in poverty, even though we never know the circumstances that lead 
someone to that place. This phrase puts us in a place of judgement, when you never know what 
another person is going through and how they found themselves in a place of hardship and 
struggle. 
 
Wes Moore is the author of the book The Other Wes Moore, who described his experience on 
the podcast that Pastor Steve referred to last week by author Kate Bowler. Wes Moore describes 
his experience and that of another man by the same name, who both grew up in a tough 
neighborhood. The author Wes Moore is very successful, while the other Wes finds himself in 
prison. He writes in the beginning of his book, “This is the story of two boys living in Baltimore, with 
similar histories and an identical name: Wes Moore. One of us is free and has experienced things 
that he never knew to dream about as a kid. The other will spend every day until his death 
behind bars. The chilling truth is that his story could have been mine.” 
 
What the author has come to realize is that his story is not that different than the other Wes. It 
was only a few decisions and not really much that he controlled that placed him where he is 
and the other Wes where he is. It has led him to a place of empathetic love, because he knows 
that he didn’t get to where he is in his life without the help of others. He also knows that too 
many people are walking around with pain and challenges more than they can bear. He said in 
the podcast, “You realize how many people are walking around taking on pain that they are 
dealing with on their own. And so our job, our exclusive goal, should be to do what we can do 
to ease the pain that someone else might be feeling. And it comes back to the idea of, do we 
want to live with a sympathetic love, where we basically say ‘Well I’m doing this because I feel 
bad for you’ or do we want to live with an empathetic love that says, “I do this because your 
pain is also mine.” 
 
He believes that it is our task to not just look toward those who are suffering, but to walk with 
them and even carry others for a time. Our job is not just to see a need, but to literally carry 
people to help. Wes says that “There were people who believed in me before I was ready to 
believe in myself. Basic freedom and a basic belief that your life is yours, and your destiny is yours 
and should not be controlled by a circumstance or a structural limitation that was put in place 
oftentimes before you were even born. There is something so fundamentally not just un-



American, but there’s something so fundamentally inhumane about that. Because it’s not the 
sort that says … that puts the burden on the sufferer. It’s the kind that places the obligation on 
the shoulders of everyone.” 
 
It’s easy to use this phrase to judge another person, even though, just as it was with Wes Moore, 
you never know what someone has gone through and the situations that lead them to where 
they are now. For some, they grow up with access and opportunity, the privilege to succeed. 
That is my story. I thought about this all week and the people who helped me become the 
person I have become. There are so many names that came to mind this week, people who 
encouraged me, supported me, loved me, and mentored me at times when I didn’t know what 
the next step would be. You could say that I didn’t know how to help myself, yet I had the 
support system, a community, who was there to help me when I couldn’t. I’m sure you could 
think of many people who were like that for you, your community. For me to say today that 
“God helped me, when I helped myself” denies the fact that there have been many moments 
when I needed help, where I didn’t know how to help myself and God provided people who 
guided me along the journey. 
 
When I consider this truth in my life, I also recognize that there are too many people who have 
never had that sort of community or support system in place. Too many people have a much 
harder time or never have the chance to succeed due to where they grew up, the family they 
were born into, their skin color, their immigration status, and the list could go on and on. I know 
that there are too many people who didn’t have the same opportunities that I have been given 
in my life. I am thankful for all of the opportunities gifted to me, but I also realize that this is not 
everyone’s reality. I had and have the privilege of access to everything, but not everyone grows 
up with those same opportunities. 
 
As Adam Hamilton writes, “This phrase is sometimes used in a way of avoiding our obligation as 
Christians to help others, of doing our part to love our neighbors. The fact is that some people 
truly cannot help themselves. Sometimes people face challenges they don’t know how to 
overcome on their own, or they simply don’t have the resources to do it.” It also shifts the 
responsibility away from people of faith, all of us, onto the backs of those who really need help, 
people who cannot bear that burden. Sure, we can’t force someone out of poverty or out of an 
addiction, but it is our responsibility to do all we can to walk alongside others in the journey 
offering help when and where we can. 
 
Maybe the better phrase to use is “God helps those who cannot help themselves.” This brings to 
mind a story from the Gospel of Mark, where four men carried a man who couldn’t help himself 
to Jesus. Yet as they arrived at the home where Jesus was, they found a large crowd had 
gathered around him, so much so, they couldn’t get him to Jesus. Mark tells us that “they made 
an opening in the roof above Jesus,” probably by digging through thatch and mud, and “they 
lowered the mat the man was lying on.” Immediately Jesus offers the man forgiveness of sins, 
staying in line with the theme of his proclamation of the Good News to repent, turn from sin and 
believe in the first chapter of Mark. Jesus offers the man spiritual and physical healing, as later in 
the story Jesus tells the man to “stand up, take your mat and go home.” Yet, notice what’s not 
here. We are told nothing about the man’s faith, but we are told that Jesus saw the faith of the 
four men who carried the man to Jesus. 



There have been moments in my life where the faith of others has carried me to healing and 
help. Sure, I had to put in work, I had to use my gifts, but I didn’t get to where I am alone and it 
was in my darkest, most challenging times, where God was clearly with me. God has carried me 
and I’m sure that’s true for your life too. The Bible and our experiences reveals to us the God of 
grace, the God of the hopeless cause, the God who loves sinners, the God who walks with us 
through the darkest valleys. God is the one who meets us with grace and compassion, whether 
we are deserving or not. In Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, we are reminded “For it’s by God’s 
grace that you have been saved. You receive it through faith. It was not our plan or our effort. It 
is God’s gift, pure and simple. You didn’t earn it, not one of us did, so don’t go around 
bragging that you must have done something amazing. 10 For we are the product of God’s 
hand, heaven’s poetry etched on lives.” This was the VOICE translation of Ephesians 2 and in 
Eugene Peterson’s The Message we read, “It’s God’s gift from start to finish!” It’s all grace, all a 
gift, so we are given the opportunity to respond to the gift of life and the journey we are on with 
gratefulness. A part of that gratefulness is recognizing that I have not become the person I am 
without the gift of God’s grace, forgiveness, and love and the gifts of so many people in my life. 
 
What is it about this phrase that we desire it to be true? People may think this statement is in the 
Bible because it means we have some control over our lives. It gives us a sense of security. It 
even implies that we have some control over God. If I do this, God will act in this way. We like to 
think we can control the outcomes of our lives. The stories we find in the Bible, however, are 
often not those of people who God helped because they were able to help themselves. They 
are stories of people in situations beyond their control or ability. The overarching narrative of the 
Bible is a story of God helping people who cannot help themselves: slaves in Egypt, Israelites in 
exile, Jews under Roman oppression, lepers, the sick, the accused, the sinful, the broken, all find 
themselves turning to God when they cannot help themselves. 
 
If God helps those who cannot help themselves and this has been true for my life, then I am now 
called to become the answer to someone’s prayer. God meets the needs of those who are 
poor or struggling by acting through other people, through you and me. There have been times 
where we have been carried. Now it’s our obligation and our joy to carry others. 
 
Let us pray: God of help, who gifts us with grace, forgiveness, love, and community. We 
recognize that only with your help can we offer you fitting service and praise to all those we 
meet. May we live the faith we profess and trust your promise of eternal life. We ask this through 
our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for 
ever and ever. Amen. 
 


