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15

O N E

A Heart That Touches
Jesus and a Leper

As a boy, I reveled in the adventures of Eliot Ness and his 
intrepid G-men as I watched Robert Stack portray the leg-

endary crime-fighter on the television show The Untouchables. 
Blazing across our TV screen in glorious black-and-white, Ness 
and his team of United States Treasury agents battled corruption, 
crime, and the mob. 

Perhaps the key word there is corruption. One of the great-
est challenges these law officers faced while operating in 
prohibition-era Chicago was that a significant number of the city’s 
officials, judges, and police were in the mob’s pocket. Through 
bribes and threats, the criminal elements controlled the city so 
thoroughly that any serious investigation of their activity was vir-
tually impossible. 

Into that mess came a small group of difference-makers who 
were called “untouchables” because they operated above pay-offs. 
They refused to be drawn into the mire of the city’s dark under-
belly, they were unmoved by the lure of money, and they refused 
to shrink before threat. They were beyond the reach of the city’s 
criminal element. They were untouchable.

About the same time as I was watching The Untouchables, I 
learned in school that there were cultures in the world that prac-
ticed the social stratification of caste systems. Caste systems layer 
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society into specific groups based on the family’s status when a 
child is born. It considers roles in society as hereditary and static, 
with no hope for moving up any kind of social strata. By dividing 
the population into these hardened categories, this system created 
its own set of untouchables—people who inhabit the lowest rung of 
society’s ladder. They are off-limits because they were considered 
“less-than,” meaning they are insignificant or even non-persons 
who do not fit into the important castes that are looked to carry 
the weight of society’s expectations. 

Years later, I came to understand that in the days of Jesus, Israel 
had its own set of untouchables. These were not categorized met-
aphorically, however. Their untouchability was not the result of 
moral resilience or social labeling. They were literally untouchable 
because they carried a disease that bore deep spiritual and physical 
implications. They were lepers.

In first-century Israel, lepers were the embodiment of every-
thing that was bad in the human condition. Marked by a disease 
that screamed of heartache, despair, and brokenness, lepers were 
outcasts—and it was not simply because of the physical realities 
of the disease. Leprosy also carried intense spiritual implications. 
And as we will see, the crushing loneliness resulting from those 
implications had even been mapped out in the law of Moses.

An Isolating Condition
In the time of Christ, leprosy was not uncommon in the land of 
Israel—as evidenced by the number of lepers Jesus encountered in 
His ministry. Leprosy was a living death—the slow dissolution of 
a body as it decayed away. Dr. Paul Brand (1914–2003), who spent 
his adult life studying the disease and serving those who suffered 
with it, said that leprosy destroyed the nerve endings, and as a 
result physical pain couldn’t be felt. This meant that appendages 
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would be literally rubbed off and worn away because there was no 
sense of restraint (a powerful picture of sin).

In the first century, however, none of this was known. The med-
ical realities of this disease were secondary to its spiritual over-
tones. In a land where ceremonial purity was necessary for access 
to the temple and the sacrificial system, leprosy was a painful path 
to ceremonial impurity. There were sixty-one ceremonial defile-
ments listed in the Jewish law—restrictions that would cause a 
person to be disqualified for a time from participating in temple or 
synagogue life. And of these sixty-one defilements, only touching 
a dead body was worse than touching a leper. 

Even more, the Jews of Jesus’s day referred to leprosy as “the 
finger of God,” believing it to be direct punishment from Him. 
Therefore, only God could cure it. This understanding may 
have emerged from the ancient story of Moses’s sister, Miriam. 
In Numbers 12, we read that Miriam and Aaron (their brother) 
spoke out against Moses, undermining his leadership of the 
Israelites. Apparently, Miriam led in this rebellion, because God 
disciplined her with leprosy—a severe discipline indeed. She was 
driven from the community and forced to live in isolation outside 
the camp. Seven days later, God lifted that punishment, and she 
was reunited with family and friends. Leprosy was inflicted and 
leprosy was removed: The finger of God.

The isolation Miriam experienced, however, was the life path 
for all lepers. In Jewish ceremonial law, this isolation was pre-
scribed for the leper:

When a man or a woman has bright spots on the skin of 
the body, even white bright spots, then the priest shall 
look, and if the bright spots on the skin of their bodies 
are a faint white, it is eczema that has broken out on the 
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skin; he is clean. Now if a man loses the hair of his head, 
he is bald; he is clean. If his head becomes bald at the 
front and sides, he is bald on the forehead; he is clean. 
But if on the bald head or the bald forehead, there occurs 
a reddish-white infection, it is leprosy breaking out on 
his bald head or on his bald forehead. Then the priest 
shall look at him; and if the swelling of the infection 
is reddish-white on his bald head or on his bald fore-
head, like the appearance of leprosy in the skin of the 
body, he is a leprous man, he is unclean. The priest shall 
surely pronounce him unclean; his infection is on his 
head. As for the leper who has the infection, his clothes 
shall be torn, and the hair of his head shall be uncov-
ered, and he shall cover his mustache and cry, “Unclean! 
Unclean!” He shall remain unclean all the days during 
which he has the infection; he is unclean. He shall live 
alone; his dwelling shall be outside the camp. (Leviticus 
13:38–46) 

Notice what was called for in these words. In most life situa-
tions, when a person would see that he or she had the symptoms 
of some kind of illness, the first logical response would be to go 
to seek medical help—whether it would be seeking out a doc-
tor or in some cultures using traditional healing through herbs or 
other natural medicines. But because of the spiritual implications 
of leprosy, the symptoms (dry, crusty patches of skin) required 
ancient Israelites to go to the priest, not the doctor. The priest 
would diagnose the problem, and if it was determined to be lep-
rosy, that man or woman’s job, family, place in the synagogue, and 
access to the community would all be taken away. Additionally, 
the leper’s social and spiritual stigma was intensified because he or 



A Heart That Touches 19

she was forced to announce the uncleanness to any “clean” indi-
viduals encountered along the way. 

The horror of a disease that was seen as a walking death sentence 
was compounded by the knowledge that the person would endure 
that fate alone. The condition was intensified by solitary confine-
ment. Leprosy conspired to create “untouchables” who were to be 
put away and never touched. This reality is interjected into a stra-
tegic moment in Jesus’s fledgling ministry—and the timing is crit-
ical. We read about this in Mark 1:40–45.

A Moment of Desperation
“And a leper came to Jesus.” (Mark 1:40)

In recent years, a phenomenon known as Black Friday has 
become something of a national obsession in the United States. 
On the day after Thanksgiving, stores offer huge discounts on 
everything from cars to flat-screen TVs to kitchen appliances. As a 
result, people line up in the wee hours of the morning, sometimes 
even sleeping in tents on sidewalks overnight, waiting to get the 
early bird specials on things that they either desperately want for 
themselves or want to give to someone else for Christmas. This des-
perate search for bargains often leads to some strange situations—
escalating from loud disagreements over who was ahead in line to 
fistfights over who gets the last super-duper-mega-low-priced giant 
whatever. Such events have even produced near-riots in which peo-
ple have been trampled by the pressing mob. These moments of 
unnecessary desperation have caused tragic consequences. 

By contrast, consider a different kind of desperation—the truly 
necessary urgency of a leper who was aware of the prohibitions 
of Israel’s ceremonial law. Notice again what Leviticus 13:45–46 
tells us:
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As for the leper who has the infection, his clothes shall be 
torn, and the hair of his head shall be uncovered, and he 
shall cover his mustache and cry, “Unclean! Unclean!” He 
shall remain unclean all the days during which he has the 
infection; he is unclean. He shall live alone; his dwelling 
shall be outside the camp.

Now notice the actions of the leper who “came to Jesus” (Mark 
1:40). Jesus is coming down from the mountainside (Matthew 8:1) 
after delivering the Sermon on the Mount, and as always “large 
crowds followed Him” (8:1). The leper arrives with a heart filled 
with desperation. Luke, the gospel-writing physician, gives us the 
impetus behind this man’s anxiety, saying that he was “covered 
with leprosy” (5:12), perhaps indicating that the disease had rav-
aged his body so extensively that it was in its final stages. 

This leper’s inevitable appointment with death was approach-
ing, yet the law required him to remain apart from people. To suf-
fer alone. To die in isolation. He refuses, and instead:

• He comes among people, in violation of Moses’s law and soci-
etal taboos.

• He comes with nothing to lose—in the final stages of the 
disease.

• He comes after years of being isolated and alone.
• He comes directly to Jesus in the midst of the crowd, and he 

begs for mercy (Luke 5:12).

As I picture the scene, I see the leper arriving, which is proba-
bly a terrifying moment for those following Jesus. At the sight and 
no doubt the smell of the dying leper, the crowd surely recoiled. 
Perhaps the man—in desperation to get to Jesus—had not even 
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shouted the required words of warning. It appears that this leper 
openly violated Mosaic law because his misery has driven him to 
Jesus.

Yet this man comes to Jesus not only out of desperation but he 
also comes to Him with a measure of faith: “And a leper came to 
Jesus, beseeching Him and falling on his knees before Him, and 
saying, ‘If You are willing, You can make me clean’ ” (Mark 1:40).

This is astonishing! Remember that this is at the very outset 
of Jesus’s public ministry. In Mark’s account, Jesus has rescued a 
demon-possessed man (Mark 1:23–27) and healed Simon Peter’s 
mother-in-law (1:30–31), followed by a season of general heal-
ings and deliverances. But it is still the early days of Jesus’s public 
works. This leper—an untouchable outcast—has apparently heard 
amazing stories about this Nazarene wonder-worker and has con-
nected the dots. When he comes to Jesus, he does so begging for 
the Teacher’s intervention. He falls before Him in an attitude of 
pleading that pictures worship.

It is an amazing scene made all the more remarkable by the 
man’s words, “If You are willing, You can make me clean” (Mark 
1:40). Remember, this man was part of a culture that viewed lep-
rosy as “the finger of God.” Leprosy was given by God and could 
only be removed by God—and this man declares his confidence 
that Jesus could do what only God can do: Jesus could take away 
leprosy. 

A Kingdom Ethic
As we explore the Gospels, we discover that each gospel record is 
written to a specific target audience and that each writer is present-
ing a specific theme about Jesus. Additionally, each of the Gospels 
has distinct, unique characteristics that help us understand how 
the writer is telling the story of Jesus.
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Why is this important? Here’s an example. Although we are 
looking at this encounter from Mark’s Gospel, we must recognize 
that where it is placed in Matthew’s Gospel is significant. Scholars 
believe that among the Gospel writers Matthew seems to be the 
one most concerned about the actual chronology of the events. So 
where does Matthew place this event? He includes it in Matthew 
8, which tells us that the event occurred directly after Jesus deliv-
ered the Sermon on the Mount.

In that message, Jesus was doing more than just giving one 
of His major public addresses. He was outlining the ethic of the 
upside-down kingdom of which He is the King. He was describ-
ing a kingdom where the King is a servant and the marginalized 
are welcome. It is a kingdom where loving and serving take pri-
ority over ruling and controlling. This is a message that is much 
easier to proclaim than it is to live.

After some forty years of having a public teaching ministry, I 
can affirm that preaching the Scriptures is infinitely easier than 
living them. Phrases like “practice what you preach” and “don’t 
just talk the talk, walk the walk” underline the challenge before 
us, as do the words of the apostle James, “Prove yourselves doers 
of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves” 
(1:22). 

So the question is this: Having declared the lofty, noble heart 
of a better kingdom, would Jesus live out that heart? Would He 
practice what He preached? We find the answer in Mark 1:41–42. 

A Healing Touch
Compassion International is an organization committed to the wel-
fare of children in developing countries. The vision of Compassion 
perfectly reflects its name—that people in the developed world 
would have compassion on children in need and respond with a 
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commitment to help meet the needs of those children in develop-
ing countries.

Why does it work? Because of the idea of the word compassion. 
Compassion is a rich word that challenges us to feel a true concern 
for another person in pain or in need. In fact, one online dic-
tionary defines compassion as “the act or capacity for sharing the 
painful feelings of another.” Compassion goes beyond mere pity or 
concern—it enters into a person’s pain and feels it with him or her. 

It should come as no surprise to us that as Jesus walked on 
the earth He encountered the human condition with a heart of 
compassion. That was part of His prophesied mission. The ancient 
sage Isaiah declared of the coming Messiah, “Surely our griefs He 
Himself bore, and our sorrows He carried” (Isaiah 53:4). Jesus did 
not come to be a distant observer or a bemused spectator. He came 
to be actively involved—both in His day-to-day ministry and ulti-
mately on the cross. He came to bear the consequences and pain 
of our brokenness and rebellion—and this leper becomes exhibit 
A of that brokenness. 

How did Jesus respond? “Moved with compassion, Jesus 
stretched out His hand and touched him, and said to him, ‘I am 
willing; be cleansed.’ Immediately the leprosy left him and he was 
cleansed” (Mark 1:41–42).

“Moved with compassion” is a clear and appropriate expression 
of the heart of the Christ. His compassion is full-on compassion—
not just pity that sees the sufferer and then recoils in shock. His 
is an active compassion that simply must engage the pain of this 
hurting man. And just as this man violated social taboos and pre-
scriptive law by ignoring the crowd to get to Jesus, Christ places 
himself in what, to the watching crowd, would be the danger of 
ceremonial uncleanness. 

He touches the leper! (See v. 41.)
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This could easily seem like a throwaway detail, but it may 
actually be the most important element of the story. As we move 
through the inspired Gospels together in this book, we will find 
that Jesus had seemingly limitless ways of healing the hurting. He 
healed from nearby, and He healed from far away. He healed by 
word, and He healed by instructing the sufferer to do something 
remedial. Here, He heals with a touch—and that is what is so 
shocking! 

Jesus could have healed the leper with a wave of the hand or 
a simple word. Or as Elisha did with Naaman of old, He could 
have ordered the leper to go bathe in the Jordan River (2 Kings 5). 
Instead, Jesus does something utterly unnecessary to the healing 
of the man’s leprosy and absolutely necessary to the healing of the 
man’s heart.

Remember, this man is in the final stages of leprosy. This means 
he has spent years in isolation. How long had it been since he shook 
a man’s hand? If he had a family before being diagnosed with lep-
rosy, how long had it been since he kissed his wife or hugged his 
children? Not only was leprosy a physical death sentence but it was 
also emotionally dehumanizing. Remember, the leper was “less-
than.” Not quite fully human anymore, he was a wraith who sim-
ply occupied space as he awaited death.

In Victor Hugo’s classic book The Hunchback of Notre Dame, 
a badly deformed infant is taken to Paris where he is discovered 
by a priest who takes the child in. What is telling is the name the 
priest gives to the child—Quasimodo. According to The Online 
Etymology Dictionary, the name is made up of two Latin terms, 
whose possible meanings make for a tragic title. Quasi means 
“almost” and modo means “the measure of.” Taken together, 
Quasimodo can mean “almost the measure of a human being”—
almost a person. That captures well the experience of the leper, 
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who has been trained to see himself as something less than human. 
And this is what makes Jesus’s touch so compelling.

In a sense, it seems that the healing of the man’s leprosy was, 
to Jesus, almost secondary to the healing of the man’s heart. That 
simple touch, so unnecessary to the man’s physical well-being, was 
absolutely essential to the man’s emotional and spiritual welfare. 
With that warm, welcoming touch, the man was no longer alone. 
He was no longer isolated. He was no longer “almost a person.” That 
divine touch was an invitation to rejoin the human race. The pain of 
rejection the man had known as an untouchable outcast was drawn 
away from his heart through the compassionate touch of the Christ.

In fact, Mark tells us that Jesus speaks to the man, saying, “I am 
willing; be cleansed” (1:41). Then the writer of this Gospel goes on 
to explain, “Immediately the leprosy left him and he was cleansed” 
(v. 42). The man was healed of his leprosy not by Jesus’s touch, but 
by His words that followed the touch. The ceremonially unclean 
man was restored by Jesus, who, being sinless, is the very defini-
tion of ceremonial purity.

Clearly, Jesus’s words provided relief from the leprosy, but His 
touch provided relief from the leper’s loneliness. Jesus looked 
beyond the external and the obvious to the internal and the deep. 
He provided so much more than what the man greatly wanted, 
giving this leper what he truly needed—a restored place at the 
table of humanity.

A Lost Opportunity
Have you ever shared a story or a bit of information with some-
one—only to receive this response, “So, what’s your point?” It can 
be frustrating and even a bit annoying. But it reminds us that we 
live in a bottom-line world where we are constantly looking for the 
Big Idea behind all of the so-called little ideas of life.
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In the Scriptures, the Big Idea is Jesus and His mission of res-
cue, and all of the so-called “little ideas” in the stories of the Bible 
point to Him. In addition to pointing us to Jesus, this leper’s 
encounter was intended to point to Him messianically in a larger, 
more missional sense.

This is clearly unveiled for us with the aftermath of the healing of 
the leper, for Mark adds an important postscript to the encounter:

And He sternly warned him and immediately sent him 
away, and He 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, as a testimony 
to them.” But he went out and began to proclaim it freely 
and to spread the news around, to such an extent that 
Jesus could no longer publicly enter a city, but stayed out 
in unpopulated areas; and they were coming to Him from 
everywhere. (Mark 1:43–45)

This is not routine. Jesus gives the man stern words of instruc-
tion, the strength of which are seen in the verbs:

• “Warned” (nasb) or “charged” (kjv), from a Greek word that 
means “to snort with anger” 

• “Sent” can mean “excommunication” (though softer here, it is 
still intense)

These are strong words! But this is an opportunity the former 
leper fails to embrace. When Jesus sent him away, He told him to 
go to the priest and offer the sacrifice for a cleansed leper. Which 
priest? Perhaps it was the same one who had diagnosed this man’s 
leprosy so many years before. 
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Why is this important? Because in the record of the Scriptures, 
until this moment there had not been a healed Jewish leper since 
the days of Miriam! Yes, Naaman the Syrian general had been 
healed in the days of Elisha, but Jesus himself would say of the 
uniqueness of that event, “And there were many lepers in Israel in 
the time of Elisha the prophet; and none of them was cleansed, but 
only Naaman the Syrian” (Luke 4:27). There were plenty of lepers, 
but healing had come to a foreigner. In the Old Testament record, 
only one leper was healed—Miriam.

Just as God had taken away the leprosy of Miriam, now Jesus 
has done what only God could do by removing leprosy from this 
man. It was time to offer the sacrifice for a cleansed leper—and it 
may have been the opportunity to offer that sacrifice for the first 
time in all of Jewish history.

What was that sacrifice? Notice Leviticus 14:2–7:

This shall be the law of the leper in the day of his cleans-
ing. Now he shall be brought to the priest, and the priest 
shall go out to the outside of the camp. Thus the priest 
shall look, and if the infection of leprosy has been healed 
in the leper, then the priest shall give orders to take two 
live clean birds and cedar wood and a scarlet string and 
hyssop for the one who is to be cleansed. The priest shall 
also give orders to slay the one bird in an earthenware ves-
sel over running water. As for the live bird, he shall take 
it together with the cedar wood and the scarlet string and 
the hyssop, and shall dip them and the live bird in the 
blood of the bird that was slain over the running water. 
He shall then sprinkle seven times the one who is to be 
cleansed from the leprosy and shall pronounce him clean, 
and shall let the live bird go free over the open field.
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Few Old Testament sacrifices are described in such precise 
detail. This offering was pregnant with symbolism that would have 
had little meaning to Old Testament Israel. It was symbolism that 
anticipated the arrival of Jesus, the God-man. The bird slain in an 
earthen vessel can be seen as representing Jesus—who came in an 
earthen vessel (John 1:14, “became flesh”) and was sacrificed in a 
human body for our sin and brokenness. This sacrifice happened 
over running water, picturing our sins being carried away forever. 
His blood, like that of the slain bird, is then applied to us, seen in 
the second bird. As a result, we are set free. 

This sacrifice would become a portrait of the redeeming work of 
Christ as He sacrificed himself for us so we might be restored. The 
practice prescribed by the Old Testament could only be under-
stood in the light of the Big Idea of the Bible—Jesus’s sacrifice for 
a lost world.

Tragically, the leper disregards Jesus’s command and goes 
around telling everyone of his rescue. And who can blame him? 
After years of isolation, he is now part of the community again. 
As a soul set free, he celebrates and bears witness to the work of 
Christ in His life. His actions are completely understandable, yet 
his failure to present himself to the priest as Jesus had instructed 
represented a lost opportunity to reveal the full identity of Jesus as 
God who came to walk among people on earth.

A Reversal of Positions
One Bible teacher noted a great irony here: The leper was told to 
tell no one, and he told everyone. We are told to tell everyone, but 
far too often we tell no one. But that is not the only case of role 
reversal we see here. For Jesus this event, in a sense, caused Him to 
trade places with the former leper. Luke’s account says that after 
healing the man, Jesus went away to pray . . . alone (Luke 5:16). 
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The former leper is welcomed back into community while Jesus 
seeks the solitude of the wilderness. Amazing!

Still, even without the offering of the leper’s sacrifice, the evi-
dence has been clearly displayed. The Word had become flesh 
and had come to dwell among the people. What only God could 
do had been done by the Teacher from Nazareth. A day of won-
der and rescue was upon the people—and it was captured in the 
heart of an untouchable who had been touched by the Heart that 
touches. Jesus’s heart was well-described by the old gospel song:

I heard the voice of Jesus say, 
“Come unto me and rest; 
Lay down, thou weary one, lay down 
Thy head upon my breast.” 
I came to Jesus as I was, 
Weary, worn, and sad; 
I found in Him a resting place, 
And He has made me glad.

—Horatius Bonar, 1846




