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Text: Luke 5:12-16 
Sermon: Jesus Heals a Leper 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In Old Testament times, on the rare occasion that a leper was cured, 

there was an elaborate series of ceremonies stretching over eight days 

through which the person who had been so dreadfully afflicted would be 

welcomed back into the community.  These ceremonies are described in 

Leviticus 14.  Let me describe them to you.  First of all, a priest would go 

outside of the camp to meet with the leper to certify that the leprosy had, in 

fact, disappeared.  If it had, while the two were still outside the camp, a 

sacrifice would take place.  It involved two birds, a clay pot, scarlet yarn and 

hyssop.  One of the birds was killed and its blood was collected in the pot.  A 

brush was then made, presumably by tying the hyssop branches to the cedar 

wood with the scarlet yarn.  Hyssop, by the way, was a plant that was often 

used as a brush.  It was hyssop brushes that were used in Egypt on Passover 

night to paint the blood of sacrificial lambs on the doorposts and lintels of 

the Israelite houses.  And is Psalm 51, when a contrite David calls out, 

“Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean,” he is pleading to be washed 

in the blood of the Lamb and cleansed from his sin.  In any event, the hyssop 



brush was dipped into the bowl that held the blood and the leper was 

sprinkled seven times and then pronounced to be clean.  The live bird was 

then dipped in the remaining blood and set free.  The blood sprinkled person 

could then rejoin the community.  What we have here, then, is a 

foreshadowing or type of Christ’s blood that reconciles man to God and 

makes it possible for the sinner to join the household of faith. 

 After the bird was released, the cleansed man would wash his clothes, 

shave the hair from his body, bathe and enter the Israelite camp.  He still 

could not, however, enter into his family’s tent.  First a seven-day 

celebration was held.  On the seventh day his head, eyebrows and beard 

were shaved.  This symbolized the fact that he was undergoing a new birth—

a new phase of his life.  He bathed again and, on the next day, presented 

unblemished lambs for sacrifice as a guilt offering, a sin offering and a burnt 

offering.  A priest would take the blood and smear it on the man’s right ear, 

right thumb and right big toe.  He would then take oil and anoint those same 

three areas.  This was a symbol that the man would listen to God’s voice, use 

his hands to God’s glory and walk in godliness and righteousness.  The 

man’s head was then anointed with oil and the priest declared the man to be 

in the Lord’s service.  And all of it was marked by joy, feasting and 

celebration.  It was as if a resurrection to life had taken place.  The 



ceremonies, ultimately, point to Jesus.  They speak of atonement through his 

blood and his power to deliver and that is what we see in Luke 5:12-16 

 While Jesus was in one of the towns, a man came along who 
was covered with leprosy.  When he saw Jesus, he fell with his face to 
the ground and begged him, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make 
me clean.”    

See this in your mind’s eye.  Jesus is surrounded by people.  He has been 

teaching and preaching and healing the multitudes.  In the distance a voice is 

heard, calling, “Unclean!”  “Unclean!”  The voice gets closer.  Louder.  The 

crowd begins to get nervous.  It parts as a shrouded figure shuffles his way 

to the Lord.  The leper was desperately ill.  Luke, a physician, notes that he 

was “covered” with leprosy.   

Let me say a word about leprosy, or what today is called “Hansen’s 

Disease.”  Leprosy is not in and of itself a rotting disease.  It isn’t the disease 

that causes the extremities to deform.  The deformities come about because 

this disease destroys the nerve endings, making the victim incapable of 

feeling pain.  Numbness comes to the ears, the nose, the fingers, and the feet.  

Unable to feel the sensation of pain, lepers injure themselves unknowingly.  

They easily break fingers and toes without realizing it.  They are scalded.  

They are subject to all sorts of trauma.  As a result, their injuries, which go 



untreated, become devastating.  Infections, loss of circulation, dead tissue—

rot—are the result.  Doctors have described this condition as “a painless 

hell.” 

 The man in Luke had most likely been unable to feel anything for 

years.  His body had become mutilated from head to foot.  He would have 

been foul smelling and rotting.  This physical condition was made worse by 

the psychological humiliation and isolation lepers had to endure.  The law 

said a person with such an infection—and in the Bible the word “leprosy” 

covers not only Hansen’s Disease but any number of infectious skin 

conditions—had to leave his home.  He had to wear torn clothing.  He could 

not cut his hair.  He had to cover the lower half of his face with a cloth and 

everywhere he went he had to call out, “Unclean!  Unclean!” so that the 

community could be protected.  It was illegal for a healthy person to even 

greet a leper.  They had to stay a minimum of 150 feet away if they were 

downwind or 600 feet away if they were upwind.  If a leper so much as 

poked his head into a house, it was declared to be unclean.  They could not 

work, so they had to beg.  Josephus, the 1st century Jewish historian said that 

lepers were treated as if they were, in effect, dead men.   



 It gets worse.  To top it off, it was thought that people got leprosy 

because of some particularly offensive personal sin.  They thought that 

because there are a number of examples in the Bible where that is the case.  

Moses’ sister Miriam, unhappy about her brother’s choice of a bride, 

attempted a coup.  It failed.  As a punishment, God temporarily gave her 

leprosy.  Gehazi was Elisha’s servant.  Namaan, a Syrian general, had come 

to Elisha seeking a cure for his leprosy.  Elisha told him to wash in the river.  

After some grumbling Namaan did, and he was cured.  As Namaan went 

home, Gehazi chased after him.  When he caught up he told Namaan a lie, 

and claimed that Elisha had sent him to collect the price for the cure—two 

talents of silver.  Namaan was happy to pay it.  For lying and trying to profit 

from the work of God this way, Gehazi was stricken with leprosy.  Uzziah 

was the king of Judah who died the year that Isaiah’s ministry began.  He 

was a good king overall and it is said of him, that “he did right in the eyes of 

the Lord.”  But he did something he ought not to have done.  As his reign 

progressed he became increasingly powerful and with his power he became 

prideful.  One day he entered into the temple, into the sanctuary, into the 

Holy Place, to burn incense to the Lord, even though he wasn’t a priest and 

it was strictly forbidden for him to do so.  (Now remember our discussion of 

Zechariah—John the Baptist’s father.  He was a priest and he had the 

opportunity to burn incense to the Lord.  It was a once in a lifetime honour 



and the high point of his career.)  Uzziah though such an honour should be 

his.  The priests confronted Uzziah and right then and there he was stricken 

with leprosy.   

 Now the leper who approached Jesus was not a sinner any different 

from other sinners.  It is true that he fell far short of the glory of God, but as 

Paul reminds us, so do we all.  Nevertheless, the plight of this wretch 

symbolized in a very vivid way the effects of sin on man.  He was a walking 

picture or parable of the spiritual ravages of sin.  Beloved, sin covers the 

natural man from head to foot. It has invaded all his faculties, so that he does 

not have any area in his life that does not need the Master’s healing touch.  

Sin has rendered him wholly unclean, unfit and unable to live and please 

God.  Leprosy functions in the Bible as an outward and visible sign of an 

inward and spiritual corruption.  If we are without Christ we are nothing but 

walking dead men, trying to cover ourselves with torn and filthy rags.  Let’s 

turn to the lesson again. 

 While Jesus was in one of the towns, a man came along who 
was covered with leprosy.  When he saw Jesus, he fell with his face to 
the ground and begged him, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make 
me clean.”    

“Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.”  This man knew he was 

unclean.  If he had any doubts, he could simply look at his ravaged hands.  



He knew he was a helpless case.  The disease was just too far-gone.  And he 

couldn’t cure himself.  He was a beggar indeed, with nothing in him that 

would commend him to God.  And as such, he was in a perfect position to 

receive grace.  He could sing with Augustus Toplady,  

Nothing in my hands I bring, 
Simply to thy cross I cling. 

Naked, come to thee for dress, 
Helpless, look to thee for grace. 

Foul, I to the fountain fly. 
Wash me, Saviour, or I die. 

The Heidelberg Catechism, the great catechism of the Reformed 

Church, tells us that our only comfort in life and in death is that we belong, 

body and soul, in life and in death, not to ourselves but to our faithful 

Saviour, Jesus Christ.  And then it asserts that there are three things we must 

know in order to live and die in the blessedness of this comfort.  The very 

first thing we must know if we are to belong to Christ is our sin and misery.  

Toward the end of Luke 5 we will hear Jesus say, “It is not the healthy who 

need a doctor, but the sick.  I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners 

to repentance.”  It is the same message he brings in the Sermon on the 

Mount.  It is the poor in spirit that are blessed.  The poor in spirit are those 

who know they are lost and perishing and stand in need of grace and mercy; 

they know that if they do not receive it they will perish and their 

condemnation will be just.  Our lesson teaches us today that to come to Jesus 



and to be received by him, we must be aware of our sin and need.  We must 

come saying in our heart, “Unclean!  Unclean!”  Not, “25% unclean!”  Not 

“75% unclean!”  Not even “99.9% unclean!”  That .1% of ourselves that we 

hold back, that little bit of self-righteousness, will assuredly send us to hell.  

We must put it all away and let our plea to Jesus be simply, “Unclean!” 

Our lesson also gives us a clue about how we are to approach the 

Lord.  This leper “fell with his face to the ground” before the Lord.  It was a 

posture of worship and submission.  There was nothing casual or irreverent 

about it.  It was urgent.  Humble.  Insistent.  And his plea was heartfelt.  In 

the parallel passage in Mark 1:40 the verb tense makes it clear that when the 

leper said, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean,” it was 

something he repeated several times over.  “Lord, you can make me clean.”  

“Lord, you can make me clean.”  “Lord, you can make me clean.”  He had 

heard of Jesus’ miraculous powers.  He had come to the conclusion that 

Jesus was the only one who could help him.  He fell before the Lord and 

pleaded for his mercy. 

Beloved, there are two mistakes we can make—two lies we can listen 

to, when it comes to sin.  First, we can imagine that we do not have any sin.  

Oh, we might not think we are perfect, be we will deny that we have done 

anything that would render us guilty before a holy God.  People who fall into 



this trap underestimate the holiness of God and overestimate their own 

righteousness.  Second, we can imagine that we have such dreadful sin that 

we are beyond any help at all; that we are incurable.  People who fall into 

this trap underestimate the mighty power of Jesus’ grace and the depth of his 

selfless love.  This leper did not have any illusions about his condition, and 

he knew Jesus could heal him.  So he went to Jesus as he was.  He humbled 

himself before the Lord.  And Jesus healed him.  The Bible says,  

 Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man.  “I am 
willing,” he said.  “Be clean!”  And immediately the leprosy left him. 

When it says that Jesus touched the man, the word used indicates that 

there was nothing tentative about it.  He took hold of him.  It may have been 

20 or 30 years since the man had been touched by someone healthy.  The 

onlookers would have been shocked.  The disciples would have been 

shocked.  There must have been an audible gasp in the congregation.  And as 

for the leper, well, it makes me think of the song you all know: 

He touched me, O he touched me, 
And O the joy that filled my soul. 

Something happened, and now I know, 
He touched me and made me whole. 

 Our Lord’s touch was a sign of his love for this poor, lost wretch.  But 

it was something more.  It was not only a sign of his love, it was also a sign 



describing how that love was given.  This is what I mean.  When Jesus 

touched the leper, Jesus became ritually unclean and the man was washed 

and made new.  That is a picture of what takes place at Calvary.  At the cross 

two things happen.  A double transfer takes place.  First, Jesus takes our sins 

upon himself.  Our sins are imputed to him—they are charged to his account 

as if he himself had done them and they become his responsibility.  The 

justice of God is thereby maintained.  The wages of sin is death and the 

death of Jesus pays the penalty for all his people.  His suffering and death is 

sufficient to pay for their sins past, present and future.  Jesus pays it all.  As 

Paul wrote in II Corinthians 5, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for 

us...”   

 That is the first part of the transfer.  Jesus takes our sins.  That is only 

the first half, however, for as well as taking away our sins, Jesus gives us his 

righteousness.  His good works—all his obedience, holiness, godliness, 

righteousness and service—all of his love toward God and love toward his 

neighbour—all that he has is credited or imputed to our account even as if it 

were our very own.  His riches he gives are freely to his own.  And so you 

who belong to Christ, when you stand before God and he sees you, he sees 

you not as you are in yourselves but as you are in Christ.  Christ’s robe of 

righteousness covers you.  It is without spot or stain or wrinkle.  It is perfect 



and beautiful.  It is just right to wear to the wedding banquet of the Lamb.  

To finish the Paul’s quotation in II Corinthians 5, “God made him who had 

no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness 

of God.”   

 Do you know your sin and misery?  Have you gone to Jesus, empty 

handed, to plead for his cleaning touch upon your life?  Have you humbly 

bowed down before him and asked for his grace—“Lord, if you are willing, 

you can make me clean?  You can make me clean.”  Beloved, the Lord is a 

mighty Saviour for mighty sinners.  His blood can make the foulest clean.  

Even you.  Even me.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.   


