The Gospel

We are incredibly privileged to live in the United States today.  While there is great concern for our future, we still live in a country where we can meet together to worship and to learn about God without any fear at all.  We can open our Bibles today without worrying about the police walking through our doors.  We can publically proclaim that we are Christians without retaliation any time we want.  Living in the United States truly is a blessing and it is good to celebrate the freedom which we have today.  It is good to give thanks to God for the privilege of living where we do.


The truth is that many people do not have freedom today.  Many people live in places where they cannot claim the name “Christian” without fear.  Many people live where they are in danger for telling another person about Jesus.  Many today are living in such poverty that freedom has little meaning to them.  In reality, there are even many people here in the United States who are not free.  Certainly they share our rights and protections, but they live in pain or with great shame and have no way to get free.  They are trapped and without hope even though they live in this free nation.  As we turn to Matthew chapter eight we are going to look at a man who was trapped and without hope.  As we celebrate freedom today, we are going to see how one man received freedom in meeting Jesus.

Matthew 8:1-4 – When he (Jesus) came down from the mountainside, large crowds followed him.  A man with leprosy came and knelt before him and said, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.”  Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man.  “I am willing,” he said.  “Be clean!”  Immediately he was cured of his leprosy.  Then Jesus said to him, “See that you don’t tell anyone.  But go, show yourself to the priest and offer the gift Moses commanded, as a testimony to them.  


We have an incredible picture in this incident.  We begin with a man who had leprosy – an incurable and contagious skin disease.  This man was trapped by his condition.  According to the Levitical laws, if someone was suspected of having leprosy that person had to go and be examined by the priest who would then declare him clean or unclean.  If the man had leprosy he was not just sick, he was unclean.  He then had to wear torn clothing and unkept hair as long as he had leprosy.  He had to cover his lower face and yell out “Unclean” whenever someone came near.  The Leper also had to live alone outside the city.  


Because of his disease, this leper was cut off from Israel, God’s people.  He was separated from his family, his friends, and his community.  If anyone were to touch him, that person would also become unclean for a time.  The leper lived in isolation and was unable to work.  He was a man trapped by his disease.


What is more, as a leper, this man was cut off from the worship of God.  Being unclean and cut off from God’s people, he was also unable to enter the temple or to offer sacrifices.  This may not sound significant to us, but before Jesus the temple was the place God had chosen for his presence to dwell.  The temple was the one place where sacrifices could be made.  The leper was cut off from the worship of God and the people of God.

Now, when it came to the law, there were certain procedures to be followed to declare a man clean again.  A priest could look over a man and declare him healed.  If a priest did this, then the man had to continue outside his home for seven days offering various sacrifices at the beginning and end of that time.  He also had to shave all the hair off of his body.  On the eighth day a final sacrifice was offered and the man was declared clean.  However, do you notice the limitation of the law?  The priest and the law could recognize a man as clean or unclean, but it could not make the unclean man clean.  The priest could only acknowledge what was already present, he could not cure or cause leprosy.  The leper could send in sacrifices all day long and not be cleansed if he still had leprosy.  He could give his sacrifices and then try to ignore his disease, but he would still have it.  The law identified one as clean or unclean, but it could not make a person clean.  The man with leprosy could only hope and pray that his disease would resolve itself.

Fortunately for this man trapped in his pain and disease, he heard one day that a great teacher and miracle worker was traveling the countryside.  When the man heard that Jesus would be near, he traveled to where Jesus was and sought him out.  When he found Jesus, verse two tells us that he knelt before Jesus.  The word used actually means that he prostrated himself before Jesus.  You can picture a Muslim man on his prayer rug prostrating himself on the ground and you will know what this man was doing.  My Greek/English Lexicon states that this word means “to express in attitude or gesture one’s complete dependence upon or submission to a high authority.”  This word is only used in reference to people bowing in worship before God or a person believed to be deity.  This leper recognized his need and came to Jesus unclean and unworthy.  He bowed low and, in bowing, acknowledged Jesus as his Lord and provider.  


Having acknowledged Jesus as his Lord he then asked to be cleansed.  This was not a simple request to be healed, the man specifically asked to be cleansed.  He wanted the curse removed.  He wanted to be clean again so that he could rejoin God’s worship and people.  He wanted a good standing with God.  He humbly asked Jesus to do this, if he was willing.

Jesus stated that he was willing and touched the man!  No one touched a leper.  To touch a leper was to become unclean yourself for a period of time and to risk getting the disease.  Jesus accepted the ceremonial uncleaness by touching the man and the man was healed.  Jesus did what the law could not in actually healing the man and making him clean where the law could only acknowledge after the fact whether or not he was clean.  


Now cleansed, Jesus told the man to go and follow the commands of the law.  The eight day process laid out by Moses was no longer useless to this man because he had been cleansed.  He could go and obey the law of Moses, not to become clean, but because he was clean.  Because he was clean the man was now free to worship God, to obey God, and to rejoin the community of God.  


This is an incredible picture of our salvation.  As we celebrate our freedom as a nation today, do not forget the greater freedom that Jesus gives.  Today, remember the gospel by looking at this picture.  


When we first saw Jesus we all had the leprosy of sin.  As the leper wore rags with his face covered and his hair a mess, so we all looked horrible when Jesus found us.  


Isaiah 64:6 – All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags; we all shrivel up like a leaf, and like the wind our sins sweep us away.


At one time each one of us was like the leper: unclean and cut off from God and his people.  A holy God cannot abide sin and a sinner cannot be a part of his holy people.  Think back in your life far enough and you will remember that you once wore rags in God’s eyes and kept your distance as an unclean one.  Some people, like me, who came to know the Lord at a very young age may not remember this well, but we all started filthy and cut off from God.  Many other people live this way today.  By their sins they stand filthy and unclean before God without hope and without cure.  They only see fear in the future and know that they don’t deserve a relationship with God.  


It is good for us all to reflect on where we started from time to time.  It is good to remember that you were once as unclean and helpless as a leper.  Knowing that you began this way will keep you from arrogance and teach compassion.


Back to our leper, the law could declare him clean or unclean but could not make him clean.  There was a lengthy process to go through once the leprosy was gone, but nothing that could make it go away.  To engage in the process of the law without the leprosy cured was a waste of time and effort that accomplished nothing.  The leper could not help himself.


In the same way, we were once dead in our sins and had no way to earn life.  We could keep the law to the best of our abilities, but it still only tells us when we are breaking it and what punishment we deserve.  The law cannot remove the punishment or the guilt.  The law can not make a person clean because the penalty for breaking the law is not good works.  


Romans 6:23 – The wages of sin is death but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.

The penalty for sin is death and there is no way around it.  As the leper either had leprosy or didn’t, so you are either a condemned sinner or not.  I hope that you know which you are this morning.  It is good to remember from what we have been saved so that we do not become overly self-confident or proud.  All of us once deserved death and were unable to do anything about it.


The leper in Matthew 8 did some things right, however.  He recognized that Jesus could cleanse him and so he sought out Jesus.  When he found Jesus, he did not come in an arrogant or demanding way.  He did not treat Jesus like a glorified Santa Claus whose duty it was to fulfill his every wish.  He did not claim any rights at all.


Instead, the leper bowed low in recognition of Jesus’ divine authority.  He recognized his absolute dependence upon Jesus and, in his bowing, confessed Jesus to be his Lord.  He humbly asked to be cleansed, if Jesus was willing.  He believed Jesus could cleanse him, if he was willing.  The good news for this unclean leper was that Jesus was willing.  


Romans 10:9 – If you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.


1 John 1:9 – If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.  


Like the leper humbly believing Jesus could cleanse him and asking for help, so we receive help when we humbly approach Jesus.  Like the leper who prostrate himself before his Lord, so we confess Jesus as our Lord.  Like the leper who had to believe that Jesus could cleanse him, so we must believe that Jesus has done the work to cleanse us in dying and being raised again to life.  Like the leper who found Jesus willing, so we find him willing to forgive our sins when we ask.  In fact, the passage in 1 John literally says he will cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  As the leper was cleansed, so we are cleansed when we turn to Jesus for forgiveness and help.  


When it came to the leper Jesus cleansed him by touching him.  Jesus took on his unclean status and imparted to him healing and a clean status.  


2 Corinthians 5:21 – God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.


Jesus cleansed us by becoming sin for us.  He took on our unclean status and died in our place for our sins.  As a result, we are given his righteousness.  We are made clean.  I hope that everyone here today has experienced this and know that you are clean in God’s eyes.  I hope you have been made righteous today.  If this is true of you, I hope you remember your salvation.  We don’t respond to the gospel and then move on, rather, we depend upon this act of Christ all of our lives.  In fact, the gospel continues to affect your life today.


1 Peter 2:9-10 – But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.  Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.


Now that you have been cleansed by Jesus, you are free to enter fellowship with God and his people.  Now that you have been cleansed, you are a member of God’s chosen people, his holy nation.  You are not meant to be a Christian alone.  You are not even meant to join with other Christians on Sunday and then to go your own way during the week.  Just as you are always a citizen of the United States with the rights and responsibilities of citizenship, so you are always a citizen of God’s holy nation.  You are a part of the community of God’s people.  This is a community that should be more intimate than even a biological family when that family does not all belong to Christ.  We have all been cleansed in the same way from the same disease.  Not one of us deserves to be a part of this community.  As a result, we should all gratefully participate in this community.  If you listen to this and think, “I wish the church was like that but I just never feel close to the people in the church,” then perhaps you should take the first steps of reaching out to others within the church body.  It is a gift and a privilege to be a part of God’s people.

Not only are you a part of God’s people, but you are also holy enough because of Jesus to have fellowship with God again.  


Romans 8:1 – Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit of life set me free from the law of sin and death.   


Ephesians 5:25-27 – Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless.  


As those who have been cleansed by Jesus, we are fully cleansed.  Our guilt is wiped out and now we will no longer be condemned in any way.  In cleansing us, Christ made us holy and blameless by taking our guilt upon himself for all of our sins.  Because of Jesus, our cleansing is so complete that the Bible can refer to you and I as saints.  It is true that we still sin at times, but our guilt has already been taken.  God may discipline us and train us, but we are still saints because Christ has made us clean.  And being clean, we are adopted as God’s own children and now are free to approach him with confidence.  


Finally, as the leper was sent off to do the works of the law BECAUSE he was clean, so now we also do the good works which God has prepared for us BECAUSE we are clean.  We could never earn our cleansing by good works, but being clean we now live clean lives.  We are now free to serve God and to do the work which he has for us out of gratitude and love.  


I realize today that most of you here know the gospel because you heard it and responded to it long ago.  To most today, these things seem very basic.  However, we must guard against taking the gospel for granted.  We must not become like children raised in the church who find the gospel boring because they have heard it too many times.  We must be more like the people who knew Jesus who never got over the fact that he died to save them.  Peter and James and Paul all had joy in the most difficult circumstances and served Jesus until the day they died because the gospel didn’t get old for them.  If any one of us was instantly healed of a physical illness such as cancer or diabetes or leprosy, we would tell the story all of our lives and continually be amazed.  How much more so should we remember and be amazed at the cleansing from sin which we all received.  As you celebrate your freedom this fourth of July, also celebrate the freedom and cleansing you have received from the Lord and never take it for granted.  
