
Healing a Leper Mark 1:39-45 
Read Mark 1:39 and 40. I doubt anyone expected a leper to approach Jesus that way.  It was 
illegal for anyone with leprosy to be anywhere near another person. By Jewish law anyone with 
leprosy was supposed to live separate from everyone else except other lepers. When a leper went 
anywhere he was to continually cry out “unclean, unclean” so no one would accidently come in 
contact him. There were even regulations on how close you could walk to someone depending on 
which way the wind was blowing. See Leviticus 13 and 14 for diagnosis requirements and the 
sacrifices if leprosy was cured.  

No disease was feared more than leprosy in Jesus’s day. It was viewed as “walking death.” Today 
we know it is caused by a bacterium that affects both the skin and the nervous system. Its effects 
on the skin resulted in disfiguring an individual so he could hardly be look upon.  It was its effect 
on the nervous system that was most critical. It impacted the nerves so that one did not feel pain. 
Because there is no pain. those infected would do things such as pick up hot items and not even 
know they were being burned. As a result, many victims lost fingers. Toes were cut while 
walking and the cut not felt so in time they became infected and dropped off. That made a leper 
even more grotesque and the disease feared even more. 

The hardest part of being diagnosed with it was the isolation it caused. Once diagnosed one had 
to withdraw from society. One could not live at home and never again touch his spouse or 
children. 

It is easy to understand why the disease was feared and why, when an individual came near 
Jesus, they had to have been terrified. But note how this man approached Jesus. Mark tells us he 
“begged him on his knees.” Luke wrote that he “fell with his face to the ground and begged 
him.” Luke the physician added that the man was “covered with leprosy” indicating he was in 
an advanced stage of the disease and probably very close to death.  

His approach is interesting. He came in a spirit of worship. He may have recognized Jesus as the 
Messiah. Leprosy was considered a judgment from God and it was assumed that only God could 
cure it. Recall when Naaman the leper was sent by the King of Syria to the king of Israel to be 
cured. Read II Kings 5:7 that tells us that the king believed only God could heal leprosy and he 
knew he was not God. By the time of Jesus, it was assumed that the Messiah would be able to 
cure it also. That the leper probably assumed Jesus was the Messiah and able to cure him is 
reinforced by the desire of the leper to be “cleansed” not “healed.” Leprosy made one spiritually 
unclean so his request was to be made clean and only God could do that. 

Notice the qualification he put on his request. He said, “If you are willing, you can make me 
clean.” He knew Jesus was able but did not want to presume on His willingness. Daniel wrote of 
the time King Nebuchadnezzar was about to throw three friends of Daniel into a fiery furnace. 
Read Daniel 3:17-18. “But if not” is an expression of faith in the power of God and obedience to 
the will of God. 



It is easy to trust God when He seems to be doing what we want but what happens when it 
appears God has failed us. Daniel’s friends declared “but if not” and this leper declared “if you 
will.” Faith honors both the power of God as well as His will. Faith acknowledges the wisdom of 
God’s decisions.  

Leprosy provided the early church with a vivid picture of sin and the cleansing by Jesus a picture 
of His ability to cleanse from sin. Both leprosy and sin are ugly. Leprosy made men an outcast 
from others and sin makes man an outcast from a holy God. While leprosy shows on the outside 
it really has its roots internally, in the blood system. Sin is the same, flowing from a sinful heart. 
Leprosy begins small and spreads until it infects the whole person. Sin destroys an individual the 
same way. When a leper died, by law all his clothes were to be burned. A sinner who is not 
cleansed by Jesus is condemned to spend eternity in hell, described as a non-stop fire. In Jesus 
day leprosy was incurable apart from God. For sin it is the same. Only Jesus can save.  

Mark wrote next, in verse 41, “Jesus was indignant.” Keep in mind the context of that 
statement. Prostrate before Him was a man completely covered with leprosy. He looked ugly. He 
was unclean. He stank from the rotting flesh that was the byproduct of the disease. And Jesus 
was indignant. Many translations read, “Jesus was compassionate.” Both translations are 
correct because the word can be translated either way. The idea that Mark wanted to 
communicate is that Jesus was compassionate on the man and indignant on the impact of sin. 
God loves sinners which is why He sent His Son to die for us but hates sin and what it has done 
to us.  

And then Jesus, “reached out his hand and touched the man.” I wonder when the last time 
was that he had been touched by another human being who did not have leprosy. I would not 
have touched a leper in those days for anything. Jesus did. I suspect, however, that what really 
shocked the crowd the most was not that Jesus might contract the disease but that He was willing 
to touch one who was unclean. A leper was, under Jewish law, an unclean individual (just as a 
sinner is unclean). For a Jew to have physical contact with anything unclean, be it a dead body or 
a leper, meant he was then unclean. A good Jew never purposely and unnecessarily touched that 
which was unclean. Why did Jesus touch him? He didn’t have to touch him to cleanse him. A 
spoken word from Jesus healed on numerous occasions. On this occasion, Jesus touched him. 

When Jesus wanted to redeem us, He came close to us. He touched us where we were, taking our 
uncleanness upon Himself, paying the debt of our uncleanness so He could present us before the 
Father as those who have been cleaned. The “healing” or “cleansing” of the leper would be proof 
that He was God but the touching of him was an additional testimony to who Jesus was. 

If Jesus was willing to touch a leper, should we not also be willing to reach out to those who are 
perhaps not as clean as we think we are, so that by our loving touch of them where they are they 
may come to Jesus and be cleansed? 



Read Mark 1:41-42. That is a reminder that Jesus has promised to cleanse everyone who comes 
to Him seeking forgiveness for sin. John 3:16 declares that “whosoever believes” will be 
cleansed. This leper who was as leprous as one could ever be came to Jesus and was immediately 
healed. 

Think about how that leper must have felt when he looked at his body and realized it was whole 
again, that he was a clean man. I doubt he started any day without thinking about how fortunate 
he was to no longer be a leper but clean. How often do we start a new day thanking God that we 
are clean because of the provision of Jesus on the Cross? 

Read Mark 1:43-44. Jesus did not yet want people telling others what He had done because that 
would lead to all sorts of problems.  First note that Jesus instructed him to go to the priest as 
directed in Leviticus. That whole section of Leviticus was designed to protect the nation from a 
variety of diseases that could spread and do irreparable harm to them. Jesus declared He had not 
come to destroy the law but to fulfill it and was telling the man that he was to obey the law as 
well as tell no one.  

Verse 45 tells us “Instead he went out and began to talk freely, spreading the news.” He 
disobeyed Jesus on keeping silent. We can understand that. He had to have been excited to be 
healed and able to go home and hold his wife and children again. He was so thrilled with what 
Jesus had done for him that he just couldn’t keep quiet. But he disobeyed and no matter how we 
rationalize sin, it is always wrong,  

That command of Jesus is no longer in effect. Not only does He not say to us, “Tell no one” but 
in truth tells us to share our faith with everyone. Silence is now the sin we must guard against. 

Read Mark 1:45. Jesus had a reason for telling that man to be silent. God always has a reason for 
the directives He gives us. We need to learn to obey. 

The cleansing of a leper by Jesus was a picture of what Jesus did for each of us when He took 
our sins upon Himself and paid their death price on a Cross. Two questions. Are we truly 
thankful for our cleansing, thankful enough to praise Him continually for it? Are we willing to 
touch sinners with God’s love so they can find cleansing? 


