A MIRACLE CURE!

Text: Matthew 8:1-4, Readings: Lev 5:1-3, 13:40-46, Matt 4:23-25, 5:17-20
Theme: Jesus' miraculous healing of the man with leprosy shows his compassion and power as Messiah.
Purpose: To highlight the compassion and power of Jesus as the Messiah so we can believe in him.

Congregation,

There are a lot of advertisements that promise you great things! 
Washing powder that removes grime and dirt, 
detergent that gets dishes sparkling clean, 
toothpaste that gives you fresher breath and whiter teeth, 
shampoo that will make your hair sleek and shiny.
For those of us who don't have enough hair to be sleek and shiny there are adds that promise to restore hair! 

Most of us are sceptical of adds like that - we don't trust them. 
It seems like a miracle cure and we are dubious about most miracles. 
You might have the same disbelief when you read adds promising remarkable weight loss: "Lose 15 kgs in 3 weeks." You take adds like that with a grain of salt. 
And we adopt the same attitude when we hear of preachers coming to town with their healing meetings, Benny Hinn style. Again we are sceptical, and rightly so.  

But there was one person who did do remarkable miracles; miracles that were clear, proven, uncontested, documented, seen by eye-witnesses, miracles that had to be believed. During his brief ministry on earth Jesus healed people in astounding miracles that showed his power. 
He did them to prove who he was - that he was who he claimed to be - the Messiah, the Son of God. 

All that he said and did made a huge impression on people. 
In Matthew 4:23 we read about his preaching and teaching and healing in Galilee. >From there his fame spread to Syria in the north, the Decapolis in the east and Jerusalem and Judea in the south. Large crowds from all over Israel followed him (4:25) to see him and hear him, and they were impressed. 
In chapters 5-7 Matthew records the teaching of Jesus about the law of the kingdom and at the end of that we read: 7:28-29....

After that, as he came down from the mountain, "large crowds followed him" (8:1). Then Matthew describes a number of the miracles of Jesus. J.C. Ryle comments that the greatest sermon ever preached is followed by great proofs that the preacher was the Son of God. 

Matthew wrote his gospel following more of a topical arrangement. He borrowed his basic information from Mark who wrote his gospel first, but he has added a lot more information and has arranged it all systematically, according to subjects. In chapters 8 and 9 we have a collection of miracles arranged in three groups of three. Each miracle has its own unique angle and lesson but each one points to Jesus as the Messiah, the Son of God. 
This miracle shows the compassion and power of Jesus as the Messiah. 

It opens by describing a MAN WITH LEPROSY. Leprosy is a terrible disease that begins with pain and is followed by numbness. The affected skin loses its original colour and thickens, becoming shiny and scaly. The thickened spots then become sores and ulcers due to poor blood supply. Fingers and toes drop off and eyebrows and eyelashes fall out. The leper begins to smell with a very unpleasant odour and the voice becomes hoarse and raspy. 

The book of Leviticus contains extensive regulations about the diagnosis and treatment of skin diseases. If a person was confirmed as having a permanent disease they had to live alone outside the camp or the city. They had to wear torn clothes, leave their hair messy and cover the lower part of their face. If other people approached they had to call out, "unclean, unclean!"

By the time of Jesus the teachers of the law had added a lot of other laws. The scribes listed 61 contacts that could defile a person and make them unclean; contact with a dead body was first on the list and contact with a leper was second. They regarded the disease as being highly contagious and so lepers were excluded from Jerusalem and all walled cities. They were not allowed to come closer than 4 cubits (2 metres) to other people and if the wind was blowing from them towards others they had to stand 50 metres away. 

All this meant that a leper was virtually banished from normal human society. No disease excluded a leper from others like this one. A leper was virtually regarded as a dead man or woman. The disease was regarded as incurable and healing were rare. The modern equivalent would be AIDS. So here was a man with leprosy. 

But we should also notice that here was 
A MAN WITH FAITH!

He approached Jesus which as we have seen was unusual because lepers usually kept their distance from others. 
He certainly would not have approached a scribe or a pharisee because he knew that they would either run away from him and hide or they would throw stones at him to drive him away from them! They would certainly reject him.
But he felt he could approach Jesus. 
Here was a man who seemed to care for others. A man who had compassion, who was approachable, who welcomed others and accepted them for who they were. 
Are you like that? You see, we are supposed to be Christ-like in all we do. Do people know you as a man who is approachable, as a woman of compassion? Do you make people feel welcome? Do you accept others, even those who are very different? The Lord Jesus gives us a model to follow, a pattern to imitate. 

Notice that this man approached Jesus with reverence. 
He came "and knelt before him and said, Lord..." (vs 2a). The Greek word translated as 'knelt' means to worship. Mark and Luke tell us that the man knelt down and that he fell on his face. 
He addressed Jesus as "Lord". Matthew only uses that word for people who believed in Jesus. 
We don't know what was in the man's heart and mind but we do know that he was reverent before Jesus.

He also approached Jesus with humility. 
"Lord, if you are willing..." he said. 
He believed that Jesus was able to make him clean but he did not know if Jesus was willing to do so and he didn't presume on that. He recognised that Jesus had to decide to do this and that he could not demand this.

Here is something for us. We need this sort of humility. Too often Christians rush to God with their list of requests, demanding that he do this and that, expecting cures and healings and gifts. But before we ask for anything let's remember that anything we receive is dependant on the will of God. "If you are willing". We must always pray, "Thy will be done".  

He approached Jesus with faith. He believed that Jesus could make him clean; that Jesus could heal him from this terrible disease; that if Jesus wanted to he could restore him to good health so he would no longer be an outcast but be able to re-enter human society once again. His faith in Jesus was simple but strong, elementary but solid. 

Do you know this faith? Do you believe in Jesus? Faith in Jesus is very precious, and like most things that are precious, it is very rare. Yet this is how you need to respond to Jesus - you need to believe in him and then live by faith in him, trusting him day by day.  

Jesus responded to this man's faith by doing what he had asked. "Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. 'I am willing', he said, 'be clean.'" 

Here we see THE COMPASSION AND POWER OF JESUS AS MESSIAH

Notice the compassion of our Lord. Did that strike you as we read it? "Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man"! This simple statement is one of the most amazing phrases in the New Testament! No one had touched this man for years. 
People kept their distance from him and he kept away from them. Everyone was afraid they would get his dreaded disease, his ghastly infection.

But Jesus did not react with fear or revulsion. He touched him. He could have cured the man without laying a finger on him. He could have healed him at 10 metres away or even 10 kilometres away. But he didn't. He had compassion on him. He reached out and touched him. 

Dr Paul Brand is a leprosy specialist who has written a number of books. He describes the physical suffering of leprosy but also the emotional suffering - the feeling of rejection, the utter loneliness. He describes one young man he was treating for leprosy in India. 
In the course of the examination he laid his hand on the young man's shoulder and, through the translator, told him about the treatment that lay ahead. To his surprise the patient began to cry. His body shook with sobbing. 
"Have I said something wrong", asked Dr Brand though the translator. She questioned the young man in Tamil and then replied; 
"No doctor. He said he is crying because you put your hand on his shoulder. Until he came here no one had touched him for many years." The leper Jesus touched must have felt the same way. 

Here again is something to imitate in the life of Jesus. Are there people you need to reach out to? Do you need to touch someone? Are there hurting, suffering, lonely people that need your hand on their shoulder, your listening ear, your kind words, your sympathy and help? Let's imitate the compassion of Jesus.

But we also need to see the power of Jesus as Messiah. "'I am willing," he said, "be clean.'" Immediately the man was cured of his leprosy.

The miracles of faith healers today are often debatable. They aren't clear-cut or decisive. Rather they are dubious, partial and temporary. But this miracle of the Lord Jesus was immediate, total and permanent. The man was cured, healed, restored, made clean!

Jesus did this out of compassion for the man in his great need, but he also did it as a sign. It pointed to him as the Messiah, as the One God had promised in the OT. The Jews expected that the Messiah would be able to do great miracles and Jesus used these to prove that he was the One Promised. 

But people had to understand what sort of a Messiah he was. This is why Jesus gave this strange command: "See that you don't tell anyone." 
Why did he say that? Didn't he want everyone to know about him? 

Yes, he did. But not just yet; and he didn't want everyone to see him only as a miracle worker. There was much more to his kingdom than a few spectacular miracles. They had to understand the spiritual character of his kingdom. 

That wasn't that easy for the people then. The Jews were expecting a Messiah all right, but they had their own ideas of what he would do. 
Remember that Israel was an occupied country. 
The Jews were ruled by a foreign power - by the Romans. They wanted to be free of Roman oppression and tyranny and so they were looking for a Messiah who would be a political leader and a military general. They wanted a commander who would head up a revolution!

Jesus knew that if people only heard about his miracles they would misunderstand what he had come to do. He would be pushed to the front of a rebel army to lead a rebellion against the Romans. That's not why he came. He had come to deliver people from spiritual slavery to Satan not from physical slavery to the Romans. 
He had come to deal with the deepest cause of sin not merely its symptoms. 
So he needed time to teach people about his kingdom, to explain who he was, to tell them what the Messiah was going to be and do. So in the meantime he did not want too much publicity. 

But he did want the healed man to show himself to the priest and to follow the requirements of the law of Moses (described in Leviticus 14). He wanted the priests to have this testimony of who he was - they needed to know that he was the Messiah. The law of Moses and his miracles all pointed to who he was. He wanted the priests to come to believe in him, as this man did, and as we need to believe.

This was the purpose of the miracles - to point people to the Lord Jesus as the Messiah, the Promised One, the Anointed One, the Prophet, Priest and King of the NT. This is what Jesus wanted of people: "The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent." (John 6:29) 

The leper believed in the One God had sent. He had a very simple faith in Jesus - but he believed! "Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean." 
There will be many people in heaven who have had a faith like this - no more, no less; people who have put their confidence and trust in Jesus, who have believed that he was and is the Son of God, the Saviour, the Messiah. You need to believe in Jesus like this. You need to trust him as the one who came to die in our place, to take our punishment, to bear our sin.  

On the other hand there will be many who will be rejected at the gates of heaven because they did not have the simple faith and trust that this man displayed. They may have known a lot about the Bible, they may have attended church, they may have been to catechism and even studied theology; but despite all this they did not believe in Jesus as their Lord and Saviour. 

Karl Barth had some peculiar views but he was an important theologian who wrote huge volumes of books. Someone asked him, "What is the central message of all his work?" He replied; "Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so." That's it. That's the heart of it. 

This leper experienced the love and compassion of Jesus. 
This story is recorded in the Bible so that we too might know who Jesus is, so that we might know his love, and so that we might believe in him. 

Then we can have the confidence expressed in this children's hymn: 
"Jesus loves me this I know, 
For the Bible tells me so; 
Little ones to him belong, 
they are weak but he is strong. 

Jesus loves me, he who died, 
heaven's gates to open wide; 
he will wash away my sin, 
Let his little child come in.
Yes Jesus loves me,
Yes Jesus loves me,
Yes Jesus loves me,
The Bible tells me so!"

Amen. 

