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Mark 1:40-42 
 
RVTA 
 
I recently had Swine Flu while my daughter was fighter cancer and undergoing Chemo 

• Her immune system was compromised so I had to stay away 
• It was only a couple of weeks, but it was really hard to go without holding her 
• Without even touching my family 

 
Touch is one of the most basic, legitimate needs humanity has as designed by God 
 
A pastor I admire tells the story of counseling a lonely man who was not a Christian. He had 
no family that cared. He had no church. No real friends. In describing his loneliness the man 
said that he had his hair cut once a week just so he could have someone touch him...1 
 
It is something that we can’t really go without 

• Like so many other things God designed as legitimate 
• Touch is powerful (for good/evil) (when not met legitimately it gets met illegitimately) 

 
The leper in our story was forced to go without touch 

• In two ways: Numbing affect—anesthetic (physical) and an isolating affect (relational) 
• They could not touch or be touched 
• The physical horror of the disease paled in comparison to its social implications 

 
Leviticus 13:45-46 
 45 As for the leper who has the infection, his clothes shall be torn, and the hair of his head shall be uncovered, 
and he shall cover his mustache and cry, 'Unclean! Unclean!' 
 46 He shall remain unclean all the days during which he has the infection; he is unclean. He shall live alone; his 
dwelling shall be outside the camp. 
 
Those are heartbreaking words 

• … he is unclean. He shall live alone; his dwelling shall be outside the camp. 
• Humiliation and isolation (to not embrace family again… explain) 

o Imagine how this would make you feel when you walked into a crowd (mall, etc) 
 and cry, 'Unclean! Unclean!' 

• People would run from you 
• The sense of worthlessness and despair 

o Worse than the plight of the woman at the well 

                                                        
1 R. Kent Hughes, Mark Volume 1 (Westchester, Ill.: Crossway Books, 1989), 55. 



 

©2010 Britt Merrick                 o3.o6.1o 

2 
 
“He is unclean” 

• A stigma 
• Stigma = a mark of disgrace associated with a particular circumstance, quality or person (Oxford 

American Dictionary) 
• What might an equivalent be in our culture? 
• Issues of identity 

 My mom always told me that if you tell someone something enough they will believe it. She told 
me this to keep me from saying mean things to and about my little sister. I have found this to be 
true. 

 Eventually, a leper would have lost all of his or her positive identity.  
 “I’m just a leper” (Not a right identity) 

 
Of course, man-made perversions of religion made the situation worse 

• The rabbis taught that if a leper stuck his head in side a house that he house was unclean 
• It was made illegal to greet a leper 
• Rabbinical law said if a leper was upwind from people he/she had to remain at least 150 feet (100 

cubits) away2 
• This is why when Jesus encountered the other lepers in Luke 17, the text says “they stood at a distance” 

(v. 12) 
• One ancient Rabbi said, “When I see lepers I throw stones at them lest they cone near to me” 
• Another said, “I would not so much as eat an egg that was purchased from a street where a leper had 

walked.”3 
• The Jewish historian Josephus summarizes the situation by saying that lepers were treated “as if they 

were dead men”4 
• In Numbers (12:12) when Aaron interceded for Miriam he described a leper as being “like a stillborn 

infant from its mothers womb with its flesh half eaten way” (NIV) 
 
The NT uses different language for normal healings and the curing of leprosy 

• Matthew 10:8 
Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons. Freely you received, freely give. 

 
The reason the word “cleanse” (καθαριζω) is used in connection with leprosy instead of 
“healing” is because the ritual uncleanness the disease brings is as devastating as the 
disease itself—social, economic, religious, etc 

• So to be healed is also to be made clean and accepted again into society 
 
A leper was marginalized because of something beyond his or her control 

• Not like the Woman at the Well who certainly had some culpability in her 5 divorces and sexual 
immorality 

• A leper was truly a victim 
o A casualty of the results of sin 
o The OT laws were given to protect God’s people from disease (good) 
o But the implications were horrific (one of those bummers of a fallen world) 
o And what fallen people did with that made it even worse 

 Social, economic, physical, emotional, and religious disaster 
 Isolation/humiliation 

 
 

                                                        
2 R. Kent Hughes, Mark Volume 1 (Westchester, Ill.: Crossway Books, 1989), 55. 
3 John MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Matthew 8‐15) (Chicago: Moody Press, 1987), 7. 
4 William Barclay, The Gospel of Matthew, Volume 2 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1958), 301. 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Part of how we endure suffering is through relationships (misery loves company) 

• This is part of our call as the Church (weep with those who weep; Rom 12:15) 
• Our experience with Daisy 

o Us with her 
o People with us 

 Part of how we endure suffering is through relationships 
 
What the condition of the leper affected most was their relationships 

• Yes, they would gather in communities 
• But they would lose their families and friends  

o When things are at their worst, you long for those who are closest 
o Family, friends, worship community 

 
The parallel account in Luke (5:12) tells us that the man was full of leprosy  

• Meaning, he was really messed up 
• Have you ever seen this? Picture? I have (google images) 

o Physical horror—One doctor has called the disease a “painless hell”5 
 
This leper was a desperate man 

• The leper approached Jesus and got within touching distance in defiance of what was religiously and 
culturally acceptable 

• The language of kneeling before Jesus and begging Him seems to indicate that the leper actually 
grabbed a hold of Jesus6 

• And he had to push his way through a whole crowd to do it (Cf. Matthew 8:1) 
• This was culturally unacceptable!   

 
What is astounding here is the man’s unquestioning assumption that Jesus can heal him 

• In a time and culture where such a thing was considered incurable 
o According to Judaism at the time, only God could heal a leper (Str-B, 4:751)7 

 
The leper was sure Jesus had power—he was unsure if Jesus was willing 

• The popular perception was that lepers were under a curse from God8 
• Do you know there are a lot of people around us who feel the same way? 

 
Jesus was moved with compassion (v. 41) 

 Throughout the Gospels we see Jesus repeatedly moved with compassion toward the leaderless 
crowds, the hungry, the bereaved, the blind and especially the sick9 

 Moved with compassion 
 Goes beyond pity, sympathy or even empathy  
 The word in the original Greek literally means “to be moved in the inner being—guts” 

• It was gut-wrenching compassion 
• He is touched with the feelings of our infirmities (Heb 4:15) 

 We understand this when someone really connected to us is suffering  
• Parent spanking a little one—Daisy in the hospital 

 Moved with compassion = Jesus felt His pain and it moved Him to action 
 Compassion without action is worthless  

 

                                                        
5 R. Kent Hughes, Mark Volume 1 (Westchester, Ill.: Crossway Books, 1989), 54. 
6 R. T. France, The New International Greek Testament Commentary (The Gospel of Mark) (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 116‐7. 
7 Robert A. Guelich, Word Biblical Commentary (Nashville: Nelson, 1989), 74. 
8 H. A. Ironside, Ironside Commentaries (Mark) (Baltimore, Maryland: Loizeaux, 1994), 23. 
9 Mt 9:36; 14:14; 15:32; 20:34; Mk 6:34; 8:2; Lk 7:13 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 The English word compassion is from the Latin word meaning suffer with 
• True compassion connects us to the suffering of others 
• Over and over again in the Gospels we see that Jesus is moved in His compassion 
• He is constantly taking the condition of the afflicted to heart 

 Jesus suffers with us (compassion)   
 Psalm 34:18 

The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit. 
 Psalm 147:3 

He heals the brokenhearted  and binds up their wounds. 
 Jesus suffered for us (justification)  

 Jesus does more than just understand us—He feels our pain 
 He took and felt the full weight of our sins on the cross! 
 Jesus compassionately feels the full weight and horror of the effect of sins on our lives!10 

• He bore our griefs and carried our sorrows (Is. 53:4) 
 

Jesus is concerned about eliminating all suffering—especially eternal suffering!11 
 

Jesus stretched out His hand and touched him (v. 41) 
• How long had it been since this man had experienced touch? 
• Jesus touches the untouchable—And in that culture it was unthinkable 
• Everyone was shocked (Cf. the disciple with the woman at the well) 

o In their eyes: Jesus was now ceremonially unclean and in danger of catching the disease  
o It’s not that Jesus disregarded the OT ceremonial law as unimportant (Cf. v. 44b), it is that he saw 

other things as more important 
 He was willing to deal with the consequences for the betterment of the leper 
 What are we willing to suffer for those who are suffering? 

o To be on mission is to place our hands on the rotting flesh of humanity (From the rich to the poor) 

 
The healing of the leper was evidence that the kingdom had come (Mt 11:5; Lk 7:22) 

• The Kingdom always reverses certain things 
• Previously contact with the unclean made the clean unclean (and never the other way around) 
• Now, the clean is making the unclean clean 

 
St Francis of Assisi (the middle ages)12 

• In his last testament, he confessed that something he called “that sweetness of soul”  
• First came to him when he encountered a beggar with leprosy 
• At first Francis spurred his horse to get away from the man 
• As he rode away he was overwhelmed with remorse that “having turned away from his brother’s need, 

he was galloping away from God, who suffered in every man’s suffering.” 
• So he turned his horse around, dismounted, and kissed the leprous beggars hand 

o He went on to organize and establish a hospital and many to care for those suffering from 
leprosy 

o Who are you being confronted with?  What will you do about it? 
o Allow me to disturb us with Scripture:  Matthew 25:31-46  

 This connecting of what we do with the least being what we are doing with Jesus is 
radical! 

 Proverbs 19:17 
One who is gracious to a poor man lends to the LORD, And He will repay him for his good 
deed. 

                                                        
10 R. Kent Hughes, Mark Volume 1 (Westchester, Ill.: Crossway Books, 1989), 55. 
11 Said to me by John Piper while at lunch together in Montecito, Ca on March 1, 2010 
12 As told in John Stott, The Incomparable Christ (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 143. 



 

©2010 Britt Merrick                 o3.o6.1o 

5 
 

Who are we turning away from? 
• Its too easy to look at the global problems—we need to, and we do 
• There are actual lepers: the number of new cases detected during 2007 was 254,52513 

o The stigma is different now 
• And there are sufferings and tragedies and disease in the world that are at least as gnarly as leprosy in 

biblical times (mossyfoot.com) 
“Mossy Foot disease (podoconiosis) is a terribly debilitating foot disease which causes great suffering 
physically, socially, and economically.  Due to the general lack of knowledge concerning the disease, 
people are treated as lepers.  Children have to drop out of school.  Many are disowned by family 
members.  No one wants to employ or marry someone who has this dreaded disease.  Some even 
starve to death.” 

• But it is too easy to see them as news/websites and not as obligations—Ethiopia can seem too removed 
 

• It is also easy to make some sweeping statements 
o “The modern leper is the person suffering from AIDS” (more true in the 80’s) 

 I have two friends that are HIV positive 
o “The modern leper is the person without a home” (very true) 

 Laundry love, Blanket blessings, Pershing park (eating with) 
 

• Who is right under your nose? 
o I guarantee we all know someone that feels like a leper 
o I now there are people suffering from religious rejection (our staff this week)  

 The consequences are worth the touch 
 If we do not let them near we cannot touch them 
 If they do not come near, we go to them (The Incarnation) 
 This man could only come to Jesus because Jesus had already gone to Him 

 
Somehow this man knew that Jesus was neither afraid of him nor ashamed to associate with 
him 
 
“Jesus reversed the social priorities of his day by demonstrating and teaching a special 
concern for the poor, the disabled, the outcast and the underprivileged. Such people had 
no claim to attention until Jesus became their champion… One cannot Hippocrates 
showing much interest in a prostitute in trouble, a blind beggar, the slave of a soldier of the 
occupying power, a psychotic foreigner clearly with no money, an old woman with a 
chronic spinal condition. Jesus not only did so, he expected his followers to do the same.”14 
 
“Christians must be willing to go where Christ would go: to the poor, to the marginalized, to 
the places of suffering.”15 

• It might just be across the street 
 

Jesus had the power to heal this man. That was never in question 
• What was in question was whether or not Jesus was willing to heal the man 
• We all have the power to do good  
• The question is whether or not we are willing 

 
 

                                                        
13 http://rarediseases.about.com/cs/infectiousdisease/a/071203.htm 
14 Dr. Frank Davey as quoted in John Stott, The Incomparable Christ (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 142. 
15 Michael Frost, Exiles: Living Missionally in a Post‐Christian Culture (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2006), 54. 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Galatians 6:10 
So then, while we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, and especially to those who are of the 
household of the faith. 
 
Hebrews 13:16 
And do not neglect doing good and sharing, for with such sacrifices God is pleased. 
 
The presupposition of the NT is that we have the ability and occasion to do good.  

• We need to choose to do it 
 
Even if you have very little, there is some way that you can reach across barriers and touch 
someone with the love of God. 

• This week at our staff meeting one of the staff member brought a small knitted blanket 
o It was given to the church by one of our friends without homes (had very little—broke barriers) 

 
Until we see ourselves this way we will never really reach out to people this way. 

• I have a friend who was a prostitute, she has been touched by Jesus. 
• Now she spends her lives reaching out to touch prostitutes for Jesus 

 
 


