Gospel of Matthew
8:1-4
The Leper and the Lord!
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We have to begin by talking about the disease,
leprosy. Leprosy has plagued much of the world’s
population for millenniums. What is interpreted
as leprosy in the Bible, however, is almost
certainly not the leprosy of today. The leprosy of
the Bible was a sort of catchall term for a variety
of different skin related diseases. It could have
included boils, carbuncles, fungal infections,
bacterial infections, infection of a burn, impetigo,
scabies, patchy eczema, and the like. Even mold,
fungus, mildew on clothes or found in homes
qualified for a quarantine. It was thought that these conditions
were spread by touch, and indeed, some of them were. But
society had to be protected from contagions, so therefore if the
priest in charge of diagnosing such infectious conditions
determined that you had contracted something of this nature, you
were observed for a period of time and then either declared clean
or quarantined. It was a brutal and merciless way of dealing
with the problem, but it was thought to be the only way
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In fact it was codified in the Law of Moses. The entire 13th and 14th
chapter of Leviticus, all 137 verses deal with the various
manifestations of this terrible problem. It was usually not found in the
populace at the level of an epidemic, but immediate isolation was a
precaution so that it did not become one. Families and friends were
ripped apart by a diagnosis of leprosy. The leprosy of
today is called Hansen’s disease. It is a nerve disease
that effects the nerve endings of the extremities, often
turning the skin a bright red and then, in time, to a
white, sickly color, often with scaling. The problem is
that the nerve endings die off until a sensation of any
kind no longer registers to the brain! Now, we would all
like to have less pain, so what’s the problem?! Well
the problem is that people with Hansen’s disease, or modern day
leprosy, can hold something hot, or sharp, or caustic, and not know
that they are doing themselves harm, so an injury just keeps getting
worse. Then a wound would go on being reinjured and infected until
fingers or toes literally would rot off! It also disfigures the face.
attacking the ears and causing the flesh of the nose to literally
collapse, so that you could see directly into the open sinuses
underneath. It wasn’t pretty!
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Historians say that Hansen’s Disease was
known in the Middle East until about 300 years
before Christ. They believe that it was imported
into the Middle East by Alexander the Great’s
armies that had returned from campaigns in
India and China where the disease was prevalent.
So it could be that by Jesus time the people
afflicted with leprosy were afflicted with the
Hansen’s Disease version of leprosy, but not necessarily. The
Hebrew word “Sara' at” and Greek word, “lepra” simply mean
“unclean” and therefore encompassed a number of conditions.
These two words for skin related diseases or infections were
translated 400 years later into the more specific word. “leper”,
by Jerome who finished translating the original languages of the
Bible into Latin during the formation of the Latin vulgate around
383 A.D. From there it became the accepted norm for the word,
and the picture associated in everyone’s mind with the word
“leper” was Hansen’s Disease. But that is not necessarily what
the writers of the gospels originally intended when they wrote of
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Regardless, many conditions among the wide variety of
diseases that the word originally encompassed had no
remedy, and if you were unfortunate enough to contract
something of this nature, it made you into a
social pariah! Life for these individuals so
stricken became very difficult after that.
These skin maladies, Hansen’s Disease
included, were also associated with God’s
judgment and Divine retribution. The
person suffering such a terrible fate was
believe to have been guilty of an especially
heinous sin, or life of sin, by the afflicted! This added to
the the social shunning, the general distain shone by the
community, and the lack of mercy/empathy the average
person had for this poor, unfortunate segment of society!
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There is some very meaningful imagery here in Jesus’
encounter with this leper.
~The leprous ugliness of sin – unclean
on the inside.
~The viral nature of sin (we all have it)!
~Divine judgment?
~Compassion admits reality – “There,
but for the grace of God, go I”. A
universal infection
~The Nature of the love of God. The Healer - “I am
willing”
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Distance from the “Unclean”!
No one would touch these people or come
anywhere near their areas of quarantine. It
was actually forbidden by the Law of Moses.
[Leviticus 13:45] Some, usually family
members, would leave food or medicine for their loved one,
but at a distance.
But, Jesus did not keep His distance. He came near. He did
something no one did – He touched them – and did so without
fear! Of course, as Creator, He had control over viruses,
bacteria, molds, fungals, and therefore would never be
infected by ANY amount of contact! But to come “up close
and personal” to ugliness, to the sorry spectacle of a dirty,
diseased, disfigured, and smelly beggar – that is just so out of
the ordinary for that time and place – and so out of the
ordinary for a perfect God who had come down from the
splendor and privilege of heaven.
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We all avoid taking a direct look inward. We know there’s ugliness
there. It keeps making itself known in the reactionary frustrations and
the anger toward ourselves and leaks out against
others. It attacks the mind and soul, bringing on
our dark moods and the embitterment that lurks
in the recesses of our mind in connection with our
harder memories. We then over-react, are belligerent, aggressive – say and do things that actually
are sin, thus creating offense and emotional pain to
others and adding to their burden of resentments, frustrations, mental
unrest! If the Christian does not recognize their own emotional
baggage and the sin it perpetrates, we will continue to sin and often
not even know we are doing so! It creates an ugliness, a
disfigurement that causes even the world to react in disgust. It
silently screams “unclean” to everyone, and everyone hears it but the
Christian whose actions and attitudes are projecting it!
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Sin then acts like a virus – quickly spreading from one
person to the next like office gossip! Peter warns, for
instance,
not to let someone’s “root of bitterness” go
unaddressed in a church body, or it will go on to “defile
many”! Attitude matters in a church! If there is unforgiveness, animosity, from one person to another, people begin to
take sides. In this way, the church can turn into a patchwork
of ugly factions! Divided, the church is destroyed – the work
of God is ended in that church! Karen and I have been through
that! A person shared with us just last night living through the
heartbreak of a church division! What was once a beautiful
thing, a thing of God, became a hurtful, dark, sinister shell of its former self!
The sin of gossip creates an ugliness on the inside of the gossiper, an unclean and
spreading stain on their soul that can become truly grotesque! It is evil to slander
someone, to tear them down and make they look bad so that you can look good! That is
not just a good person doing an evil thing. It is an evil person masquerading as a good
person doing an evil thing!
Sexual sin is the same! Sexual sin always masquerades as love or as caring. It is
actually is the opposite – used outside of marriage it is anti-love! It is people using
people! It scars a person on the inside! They look normal on the outside but their
exploits have left them a mess of mistrust and suspicion on the inside – or it could be
that they develop a fatal attraction to illicit sex and become promiscuous! Promiscuity
in the pursuit of love is as futile as a person walking the salt flats in Utah with a
drinking glass in hand hoping to find water! And how it hardens the soul in these
individuals! You can see in in their faces, read it in their eyes!
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The Love and compassion of God – He sees inside of
us and loves us still!
- Divine retribution? No! Then there
would be unequal justice in God. How
could we trust a God who metes out
unequal justice with impunity – with
seemingly no rhyme or reason?
- Sin brings its own retribution! It is wild and chaotic,
deceitful and filled with pain and betrayal! It is its
own punishment!
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God – “I am willing”
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