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“Skin and Sin”    Text – Mark 1:40-45    OT Reading – Leviticus 13:1-11, 45-46; Numbers 5:1-4; 12:1-15; Deut. 24:8-9

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Earlier in the service, we read a number of Scripture passages to help us get a feel for leprosy in the Bible.  But we did so at the place in the service where we usually consider God’s Law and confess our sins.  And we combined these things deliberately because leprosy in the Bible is a very vivid picture of sin.  
The term ‘leprosy’ comes from a word that means to scale or to peel off.  In the Bible it covers a number of skin conditions that range from a small mark on the skin that you might have for just a short time to an infection that affected the whole body and led to a loss of feeling in the limbs.  And so, not only did the skin itself waste away,  but because you lost feeling in those parts of your body, it was very easy to injure yourself.  Lepers, then, were often missing fingers or toes or hands or feet.  And f you have seen pictures of what leprosy can do, it is quite awful.  

And as we read in Leviticus 13, if it was thought that a person had leprosy, they were to be brought to the priest for examination.  And if the priest determined that leprosy was present, “the person with such an infectious disease must wear torn clothes, let his hair be unkempt, cover the lower part of his face and cry out, 'Unclean! Unclean!'  As long as he has the infection he remains unclean.  He must live alone; he must live outside the camp.”  
So think about that in terms of your wife or your husband or your child.  
Picture the dreaded moment when some spot on the skin is discovered; the agony of making the decision to go to the priest; the anxiety of hoping against all hope that it is not leprosy; the sorrow of hearing that it is leprosy; and then the despair of having to farewell your loved one, maybe for a short while or may be forever.  
Just imagine, boys and girls, watching Mum or Dad walk away to go to the where the lepers are.  Or imagine living among the lepers yourself.  
I am sure you can see then why leprosy was viewed as a living death – you were alone, diseased, and as good as dead.  You were unclean, unfit to be near God’s holy people.  
And if that was not bad enough, leprosy was considered a curse of God.  
You will remember from our earlier readings that Miriam was afflicted with leprosy because of her sin.  And in our other reading in Deuteronomy 24, the people of Israel were warned to remember what happened to Miriam.  And so, leprosy was viewed as a punishment of the Lord.  The assumption was that if you had leprosy you had sinned, somehow.  
Leprosy, then, has been described as a “parable of sin – “an outward visible sign of innermost spiritual corruption.”  
As one commentator notes, “The nature of leprosy, with its insidious beginnings, its destructive power, and the ultimate ruin it brings, makes it a powerful symbol of moral depravity.  If we see ourselves with spiritual eyes, we see that apart from the work of Christ we would be decaying forms of walking death.”  And indeed, Scripture speaks about Jesus as being able to “cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”  
So again, leprosy in the Bible is a very vivid picture of sin.  And this is why we connected the readings about leprosy with the confession of sin.  
Well, with all this in view, our text here in Mark’s Gospel is very much about an encounter between Jesus and a leper.  But as we consider this encounter, we want to note the connections being made between skin and sin.  As Jesus cleanses the skin of this leper, we want to see what is revealed here about the cleansing of sin.  
So we shall simply consider the cry of the leper and the cure of the leper.
So firstly then, the cry of the leper.  
And Mark does not give us a lot of detail.  He simply says, “A man with leprosy came to [Jesus] and begged Him on his knees, "If you are willing, you can make me clean."”  
· But from the parallel story in Matthew’s Gospel, it appears that Jesus and the leper were not alone.  Large crowds were following Jesus at this time..  
· And while Mark tells us that this man had leprosy, the parallel story in Luke describes him as “covered with leprosy.”  This man is a pile of rotten, festering, stinking flesh.  
Now, ch. 1 has been about healing; many healings. 
It began in the Capernaum synagogue and a demon-possessed man and then all the sick and demon-possessed of the town.  And Jesus, according to v39, then continued throughout the region preaching and healing.  
And news of this has clearly reached a leper colony, which is the name of the place where lepers would build huts and live in a kind of community.  
And one man, this leper, hears what has been happening and becomes convinced that Jesus offers him the hope of being cleansed.
Now, we need to understand that in those times there was no cure for leprosy.  
In the OT and in rabbinic law, there is no mention of things to do to try and cure leprosy.  It was a possible, in some cases, that the skin condition of someone with small symptoms cleared up.  That’s why we read of the provision for the priest to reexamine a person and see that the leprosy was gone and allow them again to return to the camp or the city.  But the cure did not come by doctors or medicine.  Leprosy just came and it may leave but often it did not.  Many or most lepers were lepers for life.  
And because of the stigma that was attached to leprosy, people did not treat lepers with compassion and sympathy, but rather with fear and disdain.  
In fact, according to Rabbinic Law, which was the law that the Jewish teachers or Rabbis developed alongside of the OT, you were not even to wave to a leper.  One Rabbi boasted that he would not eat an egg purchased in the same street where there was a leper.  Another Rabbi boasted that he always threw stones at the lepers to keep them far away, while others hid themselves or ran away.  And so, lepers learned to avoid ‘clean people.’  
1. And all this makes what this leper does so striking.  He ignores everything that the science of the time says, and he ignores all of the social conventions of that time, to approach Jesus in this public setting.  So that’s the first thing to note – the leper approaches Jesus.  
a. First healing of a leper by Jesus.  Leper has not heard that Jesus can heal leprosy.  But there is a miraculous healing of a leper in the Bible.  Who, boys and girls?  Naaman.  Maybe the leper knows that story?

b. The leper would not have approached an ordinary Rabbi, because the rabbi would have thrown stones at him or run away.  And as a leper, he would not have approached a priest, because at best all the priest can do is declare clean someone who is clean; the priest cannot heal.  But this man approaches Jesus because He recognizes that Jesus is more than a Rabbi and more than a priest.  He believes that Jesus is able to cleanse Him.
So before we go on to consider the cure of the leper, let’s see the lessons in the cry of the leper.
1. This leper understood his condition.  
a. One glance at any part of his body was enough to remind him of just how sick he was.  Study – one year old infant shown a puppet play of sharing/not sharing.  Remove treat/hit.  And as each of us look honestly at self, and especially in the light of the Bible, we discover that each one of us is a spiritual leper; we are sinners.  
i. Jeremiah 17:9, “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?”  
ii. Isaiah 53:6, “We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way.”  
iii. Romans 3:12&23, “There is no one who does good, not even one … for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”
b. And those verses that we have just heard are significant because they refute the three lies that many people convince themselves of: 
i. The first is that I am not a sinner; that there is nothing wrong with me; that I am OK.  
A. There are thousands, millions of people out there, and maybe some in here, who think that they are OK with God when that is not so.  
1) Again, Romans 3:23, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  
2) Just one act of disobedience or one lustful thought or one hateful word is enough to make you worthy of God’s judgment.  Just one.  And if there is just one sin, all of the kind and good things you may have done count for nothing.  God is perfect and He demands perfection.  You are a sinner.  
ii. And this leads into the second lie that people convince themselves of, which is that I am not that bad.  
A. And again, there are many people out there and perhaps some in here who have this mistaken notion about themselves.  You think that on balance, the good you do outweighs the bad; that, all in all, God would be pleased with your effort.  
B. But again, Jeremiah 17:9, “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?  And Romans 3:12, “There is no one who does good, not even one.”  
1) Boys and girls, have you ever dropped food colouring into a glass of water?  Well, how much of the water is affected by the food colouring?  All of it.  Is there any part of the water that remains pure and colour free?  Now, perhaps you drop in just the tiniest drop of food colouring.  Not enough even to make a visible difference to the water.  But if you put that water under a microscope or run some chemical tests on it, you will still find that every part of the water is now changed; is now under the influence of the food colouring.  
2) Well, that is how sin works.  Sin affects our minds, our will, our desires, our language, our speech, and our behaviour.  Sin makes us not good people with one or two issues but filthy and corrupt sinners from the inside out.  
3) And even the ‘good things’ that we do are corrupted by sin.  Isaiah 64:6 says, “All our righteous acts are like filthy rags.”  
iii. But we must quickly move on now to the third lie that people convince themselves of which is that I am so bad that I cannot be helped; that forgiveness is not possible for me.  
A. Well, in response to that idea, let me remind you that you find rebellion on page 1 of the Bible, murder on page 2, lying on page 24, incest on page 35, anger on page 63, and adultery and murder on page 460, and so it goes.  And I am taking here about the ‘heroes’ of the Bible – the Adams and Abrahams and Moses and Judahs and Davids and Peters and Pauls.  The Bible is about forgiven (with a capital F) sinners (with a capital S).
B. But also, please listen to 1 Corinthians 6:9-10, “Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God.”  
1) And if you spend just a few moments thinking about that list of sins, friend, you will find yourself and your sin in there.  And if you remain unrepentant, you will not inherit the kingdom of God, as v6 says.  
2) But listen now to v11; listen to what Paul says to the people he was writing to in the very next verse, “And that is what some of you were.  But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.”  
3) Every sin can be forgiven if you repent and believe in Jesus!  
2. So you must understand your condition.  You must know that you are a sinner who will remain under the judgment of God if nothing changes.  And then, secondly, as the leper did, seek Jesus.   Go to Him who can heal!  

a. I think we can safely assume that this leper was not the only leper that had heard the reports about Jesus?
i. And the others knew also that they were lepers who would likely die as lepers.  And they too had to weigh up the possible social consequences of approaching Jesus and the likelihood of Him being able to heal and the reactions of others.  
A. Perhaps they had gotten used to life as a leper and they figured, Well, that’s just how it is.  
B. And at this stage, we have not read about Jesus healing anyone of leprosy, specifically.  So there is no objective evidence that He could do so.  
C. And is it worth risking the hatred and anger and scorn and maybe even violence of ‘clean folk’ to even try?  And how dumb will I look if Jesus says, I don’t do leprosy!

ii. So, for all the other lepers, the 35 reasons to ignore Jesus carried the day.  They stayed home.
iii. And those same 35 reasons were there for this leper.  But one thing overcame all the others and brought him here this day.  And that thing was?  Jesus.  
A. Look what he says to Jesus, “If you are willing, you can make me clean.”

1) This leper believed!  In essence, he says, I believe.  I have heard about you, Jesus.  I have looked at you, Jesus.  And I have thought about you, Jesus.  And I believe.  I believe that you can make me clean.
iv. In Jesus, he clearly recognized a person and a power able to cleanse him from leprosy.

And that leads us somewhat seamlessly into the cure of the leper; the second frame of this leprosy parable about skin and sin.

For, as we read in v42, “Filled with compassion, Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. "I am willing," He said. "Be clean!"  Immediately the leprosy left him and he was cured.”

1. And think back, now, to what we read and what was said about leprosy.  And if there were Jewish people, if Jesus’ disciples were there, watching this interaction between the leper and Jesus, what would they be thinking or yelling out, right now, having heard the leper speak and seeing Jesus begin to rise His arm?  “Stop, Jesus!  Don’t touch him!  If you do that, you will be unclean!”  
2. But Jesus has come, we have already learned, to heal “every disease and sickness among the people.”  And having seen Him already deal with demons, and a fever, and, as we know from the other Gospels, the blind, the deaf, the mute, and the lame, now we shall see how He deals with the living dead.  “Filled with compassion, Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. "I am willing," He said. "Be clean!"  Immediately the leprosy left him and he was cured.”
3. And friends, this is nothing less than the gospel in miniature form!  What Jesus feels and what Jesus does here in v41 is like a miniature version of what Jesus has done on a cosmic scale for sinners.

a. Romans 5:8, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  Ephesians 2:4-5, “But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions.”  
b. Filled with compassion and love for the sin-sick, like you and me, Jesus left the glories of heaven to come to earth; Jesus reached out His hand to touched sinful humanity.  When we needed someone to heal us of sin, Jesus said, “I am willing.”   
So my sin-sick friend, turn on the radio or the TV or the internet, and you will here many reasons not to believe in Jesus.  And I can promise you that you will be mocked for believing in Jesus in this, supposedly, enlightened age.  
· I cannot call on Jesus to stand here before you, in person, to convince you that He is real.  
· And I cannot heal you or your loved one as a demonstration of the power of Jesus, for the time of such miraculous gifts is past.  
· I can only tell you that many people witnessed Jesus do the things described here in the Gospels – many people.  And if you could ask them yourself, they would tell you that they saw these things with their own eyes.  
· This leper, if he could stand here today, would tell you, “I was covered with leprosy, but Jesus made me clean.”

· But all those people are dead.  

· What we do have is this record of their eye-witness testimony.  Jesus healed this leper.  And later we will read about Jesus raising the dead to life.  And later than that, we will read about Jesus, Himself, dying and rising from the dead after three days.

· And just over in ch. 2, He says, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.  I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”

So you have a choice to make.  Will you be like the lepers who stayed in their huts or will you be like this man?  You are a spiritual leper.  You are a sinner.  Will you come to Jesus to be cleansed?  You can be a forgiven sinner in the space of a heartbeat.  If you believe in Jesus and turn to Him for the forgiveness of your sins, you shall be saved.  So do it!  Do it, now!  
And brothers and sisters, one moment this leper looked down and saw diseased skin, and the next moment he looked down and was clean!  And by believing in the LJC, you too have been cleansed.  God no longer sees you as a spiritual leper but as spotless and blameless.  But until you die or Christ comes again, you will continue to see outbreaks of sin.  Rom 7 – do- do not do.

So go to Jesus, often, and confess your sins knowing that His forgiveness can cleanse you of that day’s accumulation of sin or the sin of that moment.
But also, as those who have benefited from the compassion of Jesus, will you take this message about Him to the spiritual lepers next door or at work or in the classroom?  Will you reach out your hand and touch those whose lives are broken and torn and abandoned?  Do you have confidence in the power of Jesus to heal the sickest of the sick?  
Praise God for a Saviour so willing to heal those who are sick with sin!  Amen.

