One on One: Jesus’ Interaction with Individuals #3

“Jesus and the Infected”

Mark 1:40-45
Over the past two years terms like pandemic, quarantine, and infection have flooded the headlines. Life as we know it virtually came to a standstill as entire nations shut down in the wake of a new strain of coronavirus. The physical health of oneself and loved ones went from being an afterthought to the number one concern in many minds. 

The impact of this disease goes far beyond the physical plane. Looking back, health officials are now beginning to realize the severe sociological, psychological, and emotional tolls experienced not only for those who caught the virus but even for those who were never physically infected. 

Infectious disease is certainly nothing new. In the time of Jesus the most dreaded disease was not coronavirus or covid-19; it was leprosy. Among first-century Jews, a single word could clear a room—the word “unclean.” That was the term by which the Law of Moses required all those afflicted with leprosy to announce themselves, shouting, “Unclean! Unclean!” so others could protect themselves from infection.
 

Leprosy was a widespread disease in Palestine. This is apparent not only from the several lepers whom Jesus encountered in his ministry but also from the plethora of instructions about the disease in the Mishnah, the common rules that governed everyday life for the Jews. Scribes counted as many as seventy-two different afflictions that were defined as leprosy.

The Mosaic Law devoted two entire chapters to the subject of leprosy and how to deal with it (Leviticus 13-14). Leprosy was a disease for which the Bible had prescribed quarantine from the rest of society (Lev 13:45-46). Lepers were thus outcasts from the rest of society, the kind of people most healthy people preferred to ignore. Touching a leper was forbidden, and most people would have been revolted by the thought of it.

As such, leprosy was more than an illness one suffered; it was a sentence, a forced isolation to protect the health of the community from a dreaded disease. Lepers were victims of far more than the disease itself. The disease robbed them of their health, and the sentence imposed on them as a consequence robbed them of their name, occupation, habits, family and fellowship, and worshiping community.

Like a corpse, the leper could impart impurity to objects found within the same enclosure. As a result, he or she was viewed as a living corpse, and a cure was likened to raising the dead.
 Philip Yancey, in his book Where Is God When It Hurts, singles out leprosy as the most hopeless of all diseases.
 
The Condition Jesus Encountered

With that in mind, turn to Mark 1, where we see a one-on-one encounter Jesus had with a person infected with this dreaded disease. We begin with the condition Jesus encountered.

According to Matthew 8:1, Jesus was coming down from the mountainside with large crowds following Him. Into this crowd comes a man that certainly would have cleared the people away. Mark 1:40 records, “A man with leprosy came to him and begged him on his knees, ‘If you are willing, you can make me clean.’” Dr. Luke, in his depiction, states that, “the man was full of leprosy.” The disease had progressed to advanced stages of decay, perhaps leaving him disfigured.

This man took a huge risk by approaching Jesus. Lepers were confined by a strict set of rules that governed their contact and relations with other people. A later rabbinic tradition sentences lepers to forty lashes for entering precincts forbidden to them. This leper, however, does not keep a safe distance but breaks through the religious barricade to confront Jesus.
 Can you imagine the gasps of the crowd as they realized his condition? “The nerve!” some must have muttered.
This encounter involved two surprises. First, he didn’t shout, “Unclean! Unclean!” as the Law dictates. Second, he didn’t ask for cleansing in the form of a question; he made a statement of fact: “If You are willing, You can make me clean.”

The unusual approach reveals the heart of this leper. He acknowledges his condition—he is unclean. He neither minimized nor denied his need for cleansing. He also displayed remarkable humility. He didn’t blame God or possess a spirit of entitlement. “If You are willing” acknowledges the sovereign authority of Jesus—Ruler and Creator of the universe—to do as His own character dictates. The grace of healing is God’s to give, not ours to demand.

Now there are some Christians who denounce this approach—even prefacing a prayer for healing with, “If it is Your will,” is seen as a lack of faith.
 This is both unwarranted and unscriptural. This was not a lack of faith; the leper approached Jesus with humility, which was the proper Old Testament way to approach God in prayer. Acknowledging that God had the right to refuse the prayer and that one depended on his mercy was not in any way a lack of faith.
 Jesus never rebukes the man for such.

Instead, the leper risked everything, breaking both law and custom, on the chance of being healed and restored by Jesus. No obstacle prevented him from coming to Jesus.

The Compassion Jesus Expressed

How would Jesus react? Perhaps we should first ask, “How would I react?” Would I scramble for cover, fearful of becoming contaminated? Would I react violently with words or actions to let this idiot know what I thought of his thoughtlessness? Would I avert my face from the stomach-turning sights and smells of the individual?

Not Jesus. Mark records in the first three words of verse 41 the compassion Jesus expressed: “Filled with compassion…” This phrase comes from a vivid Greek verb that derives from the word for “guts” or “inward parts.” Jesus experienced intense emotion.

As a human, the Lord Jesus expressed the powerful feelings of compassion as He saw a fellow human being in need. You know how it is when you walk by a scene that just breaks your heart, or when you watch a tragic story on television or read one in a magazine or a newspaper; you are moved with compassion for those who hurt. Your heart goes out to them. You literally ache for those people who are in trouble, for those who suffer pain and heartache or who grieve the death of a loved one. That’s how Jesus ached. That’s how Jesus in His human nature expressed His compassionate heart.

Yet Jesus’ compassion did not stop with being emotionally moved. Two words that are often linked are “pity” and “compassion.” Pity is defined as “sympathetic sorrow for one suffering, distressed or unhappy.” Compassion is defined as “sympathetic consciousness of others’ distress together with a desire to alleviate it.”
 Joseph Bayly writes concerning these concepts:

A scale of human virtues today would probably rank compassion rather low. Pity would be high. What’s the difference, since both involve sympathy and sorrow for the distressed person? It’s in that little phrase, “together with a desire to alleviate the distress.” 
Few Americans would have the reaction of one man who saw pictures of emaciated, hollow-eyed starving children on TV and said, “They ruined my breakfast.” Almost everybody pities the children. And with no small pity. But only a few feel compassion”—moved to contribute to relief. 
Pity is a dangerous emotion. It inures us to the suffering of others, it spawns hypocrisy, it cuts the nerve of action. Compassion triggers action. And that action is sometimes toward people whose sufferings are so hidden that pity would never be stirred even to feel.

Compassion—a term often attributed to Jesus by the Gospel writers—was the supreme motive behind His service. He was deeply moved by the sight of human need, moved with compassion and therefore moved to action.

The Contact Jesus Experienced

That brings us to the contact Jesus experienced. Verses 41-42 record, “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.” To feel with compassion is not enough. Jesus reaches out and touches the leper! Violating every medical warning and risking every social taboo, Jesus lets the leper know that He will take his place—not just in the risk of physical contagion, but in social contamination as well.

Far from being repulsed, Jesus reached out.
 He reached out and touched him. What an incredible picture! Jesus, the One who was fully human and yet fully divine, bringing a physical touch of gentle care to a desperately hurting man.
 Jesus understood the loneliness and isolation the leper had experienced. Undoubtedly, Jesus’ loving touch was the first this man had felt in a long time.
 His touching the man would have shocked onlookers who knew of the ritual uncleanness of a person with leprosy.

This tells us something about Jesus’ compassion. Whenever the Gospels record Jesus having compassion, the word is almost always followed by a conjunction: “Jesus had compassion and…” In Matthew 20:34, Jesus had compassion on two blind men and touched their eyes. In Mark 6:34, Jesus had compassion on the people and fed them, and in Matthew 9:35-38, Jesus had compassion on the people and prayed for them. Here Jesus had compassion on a leper and healed him. When Jesus felt compassion, it was followed by action. So many of these one-on-one stories start with Jesus’ compassion.

Whether it was the crowd or an individual, the sequence was the same: He saw, He felt, He acted. The movement was from the eye to the heart and from the heart to the hand. His compassion was always aroused by the sight of need, and it always led to constructive action.

Was there risk involved for Jesus? Of course. The same sort of risk the Samaritan took when he stopped to help a man who had been beaten by thieves. (Jesus said of him, “He had compassion.”) Compassion can get you hurt, killed even. After all, Jesus Christ, the pinnacle of compassion, was Himself crucified.

Another example is seen in the ministry of Joseph Damien, a missionary in the 19th century who ministered to people with leprosy on the island of Molokai, Hawaii. Those suffering grew to love him and revered the sacrificial life he lived out before them. But even he did not know the price he would pay. One morning before he was to lead them in their daily worship, he was pouring some hot water into a cup when the water swirled out and fell onto his bare foot. It took him a moment to realize that he had not felt any sensation. Gripped by the sudden fear of what this could mean, he poured more boiling water on the same spot. No feeling whatsoever. Damien immediately knew what had happened. As he delivered his sermon, no one at first noticed the difference in his opening line. He normally began every sermon with, “My fellow believers.” But this morning he began with, “My fellow lepers.”

There is also the risk of scandal for those willing to act with such courage and compassion. Be prepared to be questioned, criticized, and ostracized by those around you...even by those you might not expect. Jesus was often questioned by His family or followers and condemned by the religious people of His day.

Nothing stops compassion. But self-centeredness keeps it from starting. And the sort of harsh, judgmental, “it serves him right” attitude that seems to characterize many of us in the Church. We need compassion today, not pity, toward the infected—regardless of the disease.

The Cost Jesus Endured 

This story concludes with the cost Jesus endured. Mark records in verses 43-45, 

Jesus sent him away at once with a strong warning: “See that you don’t tell this to anyone. But go, show yourself to the priest and offer the sacrifices that Moses commanded for your cleansing, as a testimony to them.” Instead he went out and began to talk freely, spreading the news. As a result, Jesus could no longer enter a town openly but stayed outside in lonely places. Yet the people still came to him from everywhere.
These verses feature strong words in the original language. The Greek word for “sent away” literally means “to throw out.”
 This is the same language Jesus used when He cast out demons earlier in this same chapter (Mark 1:25, 34).
 His instructions to the man were strict—“Don’t tell this to anyone!” But why? Because He didn’t want His preaching ministry hampered by sensationalism.
 He did not want to be a miracle worker in a sideshow; he wanted to be the Savior of their souls.
 Yet as the old saying goes, “No good deed goes unpunished.” Or, as one cynic once noted, “If you want to get the word out, tell someone, ‘This is confidential.’”

How ironic! As one preacher put it, “The Lord told him not to tell anybody and he told everybody. He tells us to tell everybody and we tell nobody.”

Jesus had a choice to make. Would He respond to the leper at the risk of limiting His ministry and prematurely provoking the opposition of the established religious leaders? Or would He reject the leper at the risk of losing the purpose for which He has come, “not…to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many”? Jesus chose the leper, but not without a price. Instead of presenting himself to the priest and entering the ritual for cleansing, the leper became a one-man whirlwind telling the story of his cleansing wherever he went.

What a cost for compassion! Jesus had to give up His ministry in that city for the sake of a single soul. From now on, the people had to come to Him in out-of-the-way, desert places. More than that, the leper’s lips set the edge of legal opposition to Jesus. Conflict now became His never-ending and ever-escalating fact of life.
 This was the cost Jesus endured for His compassion.
How does this apply to us? I like how one commentator puts it,

Mark began this story with Jesus on the inside and the leper on the outside. At the end of the story, Jesus is “outside in lonely places.” Jesus and the leper have traded places. Early in his ministry Jesus is already an outsider in human society. Mark casts him in the role of the Servant of the Lord who bears the iniquities of others and whose bearing of them causes him to be “numbered with the transgressors.”

The risk of reaching out to the infected—literally or figuratively—is the risk of being associated with them and perhaps being marginalized (remember the woman at the well?) along with them. Or it may mean that we become very inconvenienced by others who similarly need a comforting, if not healing, touch.

Compassion is also costly to us emotionally and economically. Pity costs nothing; compassion leads to actions that will tax our feelings and our finances. When we choose to live as Jesus did, we will be stretched thin as He was, for the need is great. As soon as one need is met, another bunch of needs arise. Are we willing to pay the price?

The alternative to compassion is to play it safe. Jesus came to seek and to save that which was lost. We are called to the same mission. What are we willing to risk?

I’m reminded of Jesus’ parable of the talents in Matthew 25:14-30. A man entrusts three of his servants with amounts of money to invest. The first two put their money to work and doubled their investments. The third servant, motivated by fear, played it safe, burying the money in the ground. When the master returned, he rewarded the first two servants for their risky efforts. Not so the third servant: 

“His master replied, ‘You wicked, lazy servant! So you knew that I harvest where I have not sown and gather where I have not scattered seed? Well then, you should have put my money on deposit with the bankers, so that when I returned I would have received it back with interest. Take the talent from him and give it to the one who has the ten talents… And throw that worthless servant outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth!” 

We are not called to be safe. We are called to trust God. As C. T. Studd, famed missionary to three continents, wrote:

Some want to live within the sound
of church or chapel bell;
I want to run a rescue ship
within a yard of hell.

Or, as Jim Elliot put it, “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain that which he cannot lose.”
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