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Introduction 

Perhaps you have heard of “the Midas touch.” The phrase comes from a story in Greek mythology about a king who was granted a remarkable request. He asked that everything he touched be turned to gold. At first, he greedily thought that unlimited wealth was at his finger-tips. But he came to see that his golden touch was not a blessing, but a curse. For when Midas walked through his garden and touched a flower, it would immediately turn to gold. When he sat at his table for a meal, he could not eat for when he touched his food, it became gold. The greatest tragedy was when he touched his daughter and she became a lifeless golden statue. Midas discovered that his golden touch was the touch of death. 

This morning we are talking about another king who had a powerful touch – not a touch of death, but a touch of life; not about “the Midas touch”, but “the Jesus touch;” not a touch which turned everything into gold, but a touch with the power to cleanse the defiled and make whole the sick. 

Our passage is Mark 1:40-45. Let’s read it together.  

Mark 1:40-45 (ESV)  

    And a leper came to him, imploring him, and kneeling said to him, “If you will, you can make me clean.”  [41] Moved with pity, he stretched out his hand and touched him and said to him, “I will; be clean.”  [42] And immediately the leprosy left him, and he was made clean.  [43] And Jesus sternly charged him and sent him away at once,  [44] and said to him, “See that you say nothing to anyone, but go, show yourself to the priest and offer for your cleansing what Moses commanded, for a proof to them.”  [45] But he went out and began to talk freely about it, and to spread the news, so that Jesus could no longer openly enter a town, but was out in desolate places, and people were coming to him from every quarter.

This morning we get yet another glimpse of the power and authority of Jesus. There are three parts to the text: the Leper’s cry, the Lord’s touch, and the Lord’s command. 

I. The Leper’s Cry – v. 40

“And a leper came to him, imploring him, and kneeling said to him, “If you will, you can make me clean.”  

Leprosy was one of the most feared diseases in the ancient world. All scholars today agree that leprosy in Scripture actually covered a number of different kinds of skin diseases, from the mild to the severe – the worst of which would be what we now call “Hansen’s Disease,” named after the Norwegian doctor who discovered the bacterial cause of leprosy in 1873. 

Hansen’s disease is a chronic bacterial infection with mycobacterium leprae. It primarily affects the skin, mucous membranes, and the peripheral nervous system. 
We’re not sure which kind of leprosy, but we do know it was severe because the parallel account in the Gospel of Luke tells us that the leper was “full of leprosy” (Luke 5:12; NIV: “covered with leprosy”). So it is possible that this man had Hansen’s disease. In any case, he was desperate for the powerful and cleansing touch of Jesus. 

There were three things about leprosy that we should know. 

(1) Lepers were miserable

First of all leprosy was a miserable disease, and lepers were miserable people. 

“In his book Unclean! Unclean! L. S. Huizenga describes some of the horrors of leprosy. ‘The disease which we today call leprosy generally begins with pain in certain areas of the body. Numbness follows. Soon the skin in such spots loses its original color. It gets to be thick, glossy, scaly. . . . As the sickness progresses, the thickened spots become dirty sores and ulcers due to poor blood supply. The skin, especially around the eyes and ears, begins to bunch, with deep furrows between the swellings, so that the face of the afflicted individual begins to resemble that of al ion. Fingers drop off or are absorbed; toes are affected similarly. Eyebrows and eyelashes drop out. By this time one can see the person in this pitiable condition is a leper. By a touch of the finger one can also feel it. One can even smell it, for the leper emits a very unpleasant odor. Moreover, in view of the fact that the disease-producing agent frequently also attacks the larynx, the leper’s voice acquires a grating quality. His throat becomes hoarse, and you can now not only see, feel, and smell the leper, but you can hear his rasping voice. And if you stay with him for some time, you can even imagine a peculiar taste in your mouth, probably due to the odor.’”

Dr. Paul Brand is probably the most well-known expert on Hansen’s disease of recent years. He described leprosy as a “painless hell. His pioneering research in a leprosarium in India led him to conclusion that the primary reason lepers become so deformed is because the disease attacks the peripheral nervous system and functions like “an anesthetic, attacking the pain cells of hands, feet, nose, ears, and eyes to produce numbness. Not so bad, really, one might think. Most diseases are feared because of their pain; what makes a painless disease so horrible?” 

Phillip Yancey, reporting on Brand’s research writes:  

“Yet leprosy’s numbing quality is precisely the reason for the fabled destruction of tissue. For thousands of years people thought the disease itself caused the ulcers on hands and feet and face that so often led to infection and ultimately the loss of limbs. Dr. Brand’s pioneering research in India established that in virtually all cases leprosy only numbs the extremities. Tissue damage results solely because the warning system of pain has fallen silent.  


How does the damage occur? Dr. Brand asked himself that question thousands of times as he treated the infected hands of Indian villagers. It seemed a losing battle. He would heal the wounds and bind them up, only to have the patients come back several months later with far worse damage. Like other leprosy workers, he assumed the disease worked like a fungus, destroying tissue indiscriminately. 

But Brand soon learned to question his patients carefully about any activities that might have contributed to the injury. He once watched horrified as a person with leprosy reached directly into a charcoal fire to retrieve a potato someone had dropped. Brand knew he would soon be treating sores on that patient’s hand – sores caused by burns from the fire, not by leprosy. The villager, insensitive to pain, had unwittingly exposed his hand to terrible abuse. 

Brand started following around the patients at the leprosarium in India. How else might they be damaging themselves? He saw one man hard at work in the garden, oblivious to the blood running down his hand; Brand examined the shovel and found a nail protruding just at the spot his hand had been gripping. Other leprosy patients would reach over and extinguish a burning wick with their bare hands, or walk barefoot over broken glass. Watching them, Brand began formulating his radical theory that leprosy was chiefly anesthetic, and only indirectly a destroyer. He would need much more evidence, however, to overturn centuries of medical tradition.

One day, in the midst of this time of field research, Dr. Brand went to fetch some supplies from a little storeroom behind the hospital. He tried to open the door, but a rusty padlock would not yield. Just at that moment, one of his youngest patients strolled by – an undersized, malnourished ten-year-old. Brand like the boy for his pleasant, cooperative spirit. 

‘Oh, sahib, doctor, let me try,’ the boy said, and reached for the key. With a quick jerk of his hand he turned the key in the lock. Brand was dumbfounded. How could this weak youngster, half his size, exert such force?

His eyes caught a telltale clue. Was that a drop of blood on the floor? Upon examining the boy’s index finger, Brand discovered the act of turning the key had gashed it open to the bone; skin, fat, and joint were all exposed. Yet the boy was completely unaware of it! To him, the sensation of cutting his finger to the bone was no different from that of picking up a stone or turning a coin in his pocket.

After that incident, Brand redoubled his efforts to test his theory about leprosy being a secondary, not primary cause of injury. He began measuring the fingers of his patients each day, and tried to account for every blister, ulcer, and cut. He learned that his patients were living in great danger because of their painlessness.

Foot injuries were easy to explain. If an ankle turned, tearing tendon and muscle, the leprosy patient would simply adjust and walk with a crooked gait. No warning system of pain announced the need to rest the ankle or seek treatment, and the injury would then lead to permanent damage. The most puzzling injuries, though, occurred at night. How could pieces of fingers and toes disappear while patients were sleeping? Brand found the unsettling answer: rats were coming into the open-air wards and nibbling on unsuspecting patients. Feeling no pain, the patients would sleep on, and not until the next morning would they notice the injury and report it to Dr. Brand.”

Leprosy – a painless hell! As you can see, the effects of this disease were and are miserable. We don’t know exactly what the experience of the leper who came to Jesus was, but with a little imagination, we can be sure that his was a miserable existence as well. 

(2) Lepers were incurable

Secondly, leprosy was an incurable disease. Lepers were incurable. Modern medicine has found ways to effectively treat Hansen’s disease, but there was no known cure in the ancient world. 

In fact, even in the Old Testament there are only two cases of leprosy being miraculously cured and in both cases, God was directly involved in the cure. 

When Naaman, the leprous general of Syria sent word to the king of Israel seeking a cure for his leprosy, the king responded by tearing his clothes and saying, “Am I God, to kill and to make alive, that this man sends word to me to cure a man of his leprosy?” (2 Kings 5:7). That pretty much summarizes the attitude towards leprosy in the ancient world. “To the rabbis the cure of a leper was as difficult as raising a person from the dead.”

(3) Lepers were untouchable 

Thirdly, and most important for understanding this text, leprosy was an untouchable disease. Lepers were untouchable. Once it was determined that someone had leprosy, that person was isolated from the community and pronounced unclean. 

This was part of the Levitical law. Leviticus 13:45-46 mandated:

Leviticus 13:45-46 (ESV)  

    “The leprous person who has the disease shall wear torn clothes and let the hair of his head hang loose, and he shall cover his upper lip and cry out, ‘Unclean, unclean.’  [46] He shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease. He is unclean. He shall live alone. His dwelling shall be outside the camp.” 

One of the rabbis said, “When I see lepers I throw stones at them lest they come near me.” Another said, “I would not so much as eat an egg that was purchased on a street where a leper had walked.”
 Josephus, the famous Jewish historian, summarized by saying that lepers were treated ‘as if they were, in effect, dead men.’”

So this was the leper’s situation. He had a miserable disease which was incurable by any one but God. He was isolated from the community, excluded from worship – literally, an untouchable of society. And in desperation he comes to Jesus with an amazing request.

Mark 1:40 (ESV)  

    And a leper came to him, imploring him, and kneeling said to him, “If you will, you can make me clean.”  

Notice that he came to Jesus; he implored Jesus; and he knelt before Jesus. He was breaking social custom just in doing this! He was daring to come where he was not allowed, to approach Jesus, imploring him for one thing. And notice what he says:

Not, “will you heal me?” He doesn’t mainly want healing. He mainly wants cleansing – because his leprosy was more than just a disease, it was a disease that rendered him unclean, unfit for worship, excluded from fellowship with God. So, he doesn’t pray for healing, but cleansing.

Nor does he say, “Can you cleanse me?” No, he comes confident in Jesus’s ability to work miraculously. In an amazing confession of faith, he says, “If you will, you can make me clean!” 

This was the leper’s cry – a cry for cleansing. 

II. The Lord’s Touch – v. 41-42

Now, notice the response of Jesus – the Lord’s touch – in verses 41-42. 

Mark 1:41-42 (ESV)  

    Moved with pity, he stretched out his hand and touched him and said to him, “I will; be clean.”  [42] And immediately the leprosy left him, and he was made clean.  

Jesus touched him! This is amazing. If anyone touched a leper, they would automatically become ritually unclean. And yet Jesus touches him. “With Jesus compassion replaces contempt. Rather than turning from the leper, Jesus turns to him; indeed, he touches him, bringing himself into full contact with physical and ritual untouchability.”

(1) The Power of Jesus’s Touch 

What a remarkable display of Jesus’s compassion. Jesus often healed with a touch. Just consider the touches of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark. In Mark 1:31, Jesus heals Simon Peter’s mother-in-law with a touch, as he “took her by the hand, and lifted her up;” in 3:10, Jesus heals man, “so that all who had diseases pressed around him to touch him;” in chapter 5, a woman who had suffered from a discharge of blood for twelve years presses through the crowds just to touch Jesus’s garments, believing that this simple touch will make her well (5:25-34). Then Jesus goes to the house of a synagogue ruler named Jairus whose daughter had just died, and “taking her by the hand” raises her to life (5:41); in 6:2 the people in Nazareth marvel at Jesus, saying “How are such mighty works done by his hands?” and despite their unbelief, in 6:5 Jesus “laid his hands on a few sick people and healed them.” Again in 6:56 we read that “wherever he came, in villages, cities, or countryside, they laid the sick in the marketplaces and implored him that they might touch even the fringe of his garment. And as many as touched it were made well.” In 7:32-33 Jesus heals a deaf man with a speech impediment by putting his fingers in the man’s ears, and touching his tongue; in 8:22-25 Jesus heals a blind man by spitting on and touch the man’s eyes. in 9:14-27 Jesus casts a demon out from a little boy and restores his corpse like body to life by taking him by the hand. And in 10:16, Jesus is surrounded by children and takes them in his arms and blesses them, “laying his hands on them.” 

Jesus word was powerful enough to do any of these things, but he understood the power of touch. People need touch. Newborn infants need not only milk, but to be touched. Studies have shown that infants who are not touched begin to shut down physiologically and will die. I read recently that one very lonely man confessed that he had his hair cut once a week, simply so he could be touched by another human being. I read a piece online this week that talked about “skin hunger.”
“Skin hunger is something that happens to people who have lost loved ones...people with few family or friends...people who are ill or who suffer from poor vision, reduced hearing, or dementia, such as Alzheimer’s. People who because of disability and changed circumstances are too discouraged, or are simply unable to reach out for what they need.

Who are these people? They are the lonely among us. And sometimes, regretfully, they are long-term care residents. “Skin hunger” describes an emotional and physical sensation these people experience when they go for too long without a certain something that many of us take for granted: touch.”

A couple of weeks ago, I was putting Stephen to bed one night and he started asking questions about Jesus coming back. He asked, “Could he come back tomorrow?” “Yes, he sure could!” “I hope he does.” Then he asked, “Will we get to hug him?” And I immediately thought of Jesus with the children on his lap, touching them, blessing them – and was delighted to tell Stephen, “Yes, you will get to hug him!” 

Children understand and can articulate what we all know and feel deep inside. Touch is powerful! 

And here was a man – this miserable, incurable, untouchable leprous man – who, perhaps, had not been touched in years. And Jesus touches him. 

(2) The Motive of Jesus’s Touch 

Mark 1:41-42 (ESV)  

    Moved with pity, he stretched out his hand and touched him and said to him, “I will; be clean.”  [42] And immediately the leprosy left him, and he was made clean.  

The text says Jesus was “moved with pity.” One of the oldest manuscripts actually says that Jesus “was angry” – a more difficult reading, but probably the original. If so, it probably means that Jesus was angry as he saw how the disease had ravaged this man physically and wrecked him socially.
 But the parallel accounts emphasize Jesus’s compassion. So, was he angry or compassionate? Probably both – for in Jesus we see the most profound mixture of virtues. 

Someone once wrote: “In Jesus Christ we see virtues combined that never anywhere else are combined. We see tenderness without weakness; strength without a milligram of harshness; humility without one ounce of uncertainty; you see unbending convictions and yet complete and utter approachability; you see power without the slightest insensitivity; you see passion without the slightest prejudice; you see total integrity without any rigidity; never unthinking, never a false word, never a misstep; what is that? Absolute beauty! In Jesus Christ you are looking at God through human nature.”
 

(3) The Result of Jesus’s Touch 

So Jesus, moved with a profound mixture of anger and compassion, touched the man. And see what happened! Verse 42: “And immediately the leprosy left him, and he was made clean.”  

“The vivid anthropomorphism a]ph?lqen a]p ] au>tou? h[ le<pra . . . suggests that the symptoms of the disease could be seen to vanish, leaving the man visibly kaqaro<j”
 Just think of it! The sores and blisters which cover his body dissolve into smooth, baby-soft skin!  His fingers and toes are suddenly restored – made whole! Where once there was only a stump on his face, there is now a well-formed nose! And the man who had been consigned to a miserable existence of crying with covered face “Unclean! Unclean!” can now exclaim, “I’m clean! I’m clean!” 
   

“The touch which should have made Jesus unclean in fact worked in the opposite direction.”
 “Unlike an ordinary rabbi, Jesus is not polluted by the leper’s disease; rather, the leper is cleansed and healed by Jesus’ contagious holiness.”

III. The Lord’s Command – v. 43-45

Thirdly, and real quickly, let’s look at the Lord’s command in verses 43-45. 

Mark 1:43-44 (ESV)  

    And Jesus sternly charged him and sent him away at once,  [44] and said to him, “See that you say nothing to anyone, but go, show yourself to the priest and offer for your cleansing what Moses commanded, for a proof to them.”  

Now, why does Jesus say this? Why this stern command to go to the priest and keep his mouth shut? 

The best explanation is two-fold. First, as we saw last week, Jesus’s primary mission was preaching, not healing. He did not want to be known as a miracle-worker and knew that wide-spread knowledge of this miracle would hinder, rather than help, his kingdom-proclaiming mission (as is indeed the case in verse 45). 


And second, these instructions were in the best interest of the cleansed man himself. Here was a Jewish man, a leper, who had been pronounced ritually unclean. The only way for him to be restored to the community was to go through the established channel – the priesthood.

It was the priest’s duty to ensure the ritual cleanness of Israel; part of that duty involved the inspection of people with leprosy. If a leper had been cleansed, he was literally given a “clean bill of health” – a written certification of his clean status. He was to go to the temple in Jerusalem and present two birds. One would be killed; the other would be dipped in the blood of the slain bird and released. The leper would then wait for eight days and return, bringing three lambs – one as sin offering, one as a guilt offering, and one as a whole offering (Lev 14:10-11). “This was the protocol prescribed for a cleansed leper.”

Unfortunately, the leper did not follow Jesus’s instructions. 
 Verse 45 reads: “But he went out and began to talk freely about it, and to spread the news, so that Jesus could no longer openly enter a town, but was out in desolate places, and people were coming to him from every quarter.” Jesus becomes more popular, more well-known – and this sets the stage for a series of controversies that will surround Jesus in chapters 2-3 of Mark. 

Application: The Leprosy of Sin 

So this is the story of Jesus’s powerful touch. Now, I’ve saved the primary application of this passage for last. What does this story have to say to us today? After all, it is unlikely that any of us will ever need to be cleansed from leprosy. So, what is the application?

I think the application comes from realizing that in Scripture, the disease of leprosy functions as an illustration of sin. As one commentary said, “The leper was . . . a parable of sin – an ‘outward visible sign of innermost spiritual corruption.’”
 

The New Testament scholar R. C. Trench, in his Notes on the Miracles of Our Lord, wrote: “The leper, thus fearfully bearing about in the body the outward and visible tokens of sin in the soul, was treated throughout as a sinner, as one in whom sin had reached its climax, as dead in trespasses and sins. He was himself a dreadful parable of death. He bore about him the emblems of death (Lev. xiii.45); the rent garments, mourning for himself as one dead; the head bare, as was their wont who were defiled by communion with the dead (Numb vi.9; Ezek. xxiv.17); and the lip covered (Ezek. xxiv.17).”

Like the disease of leprosy, sin has left the human race miserable, incurable, and untouchable. Just as leprosy deadens the senses and results in terrible deformity to the leper’s body, so sin has deadened our conscience and mars and deforms the image of God within us. 

Just as leprosy in the ancient was considered incurable by any human physician, so sin is incurable humanly-speaking. Of course human beings can do lots of things with human behavior. We can educate, discipline, and instill manners in rebellious children. We can prescribe medicine to suppress sinful emotions. We can modify bad behavior and motivate good, responsible behavior. But we can’t touch the root of the problem. We can’t change hearts. No educator, psychiatrist, or psychologist can restore the image of God in fallen human beings. The best we can do is dress up flesh. We can cover the leprosy of sin, but we cannot cure it. 

And like leprosy, sin leaves us untouchable. Sin leads to the breakdown of community. Sin leads to the breakup of family. Sin dismantles relationships. Sin divides us from God. All of the relational pain in the world – in marriage, in family, between races, wars between nations, all of it – results from the malady of sin which diseases our hearts and leaves us untouchable. 

Jesus himself made the comparison between sickness and sin when he said, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. I came not to call the righteous, but sinners” (Mark 2:17). Oh, how I urge you today to come to Christ! Ask him to touch you, to cleanse you, to transform you! He is able! And if you seek him with all your heart, he will do it. 


Let’s pray. 
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