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Epiphany 3, 2006
Text:  Matthew 8:1-13
Theme:  Jesus is 

1) ready

2) willing

3) and able

to take away our greatest sorrows.

Preached:  January 29, 2006 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

It takes a while to get to know a person, doesn’t it? You’ve probably experienced that from making friends. You often don’t hit it off with a person right away. It takes time to get to know their temperament, their interests, to become comfortable with their sense of humor. Often our first impressions of a person are way off. We may think they’re unfriendly or bossy or too quiet. We may catch them in a bad moment, or the place we meet them just doesn’t allow us to have a personal conversation. But the more we’re around a person the more we get to see how they act when they’re relaxed. When they’re comfortable enough around us to “let their hair down,” we often see a different side of them. And sometimes qualities about them come out that we would never have guessed were in that person when we first met him or her, and we’re drawn to that person. We find that they have certain strengths, maybe common interests with us and perhaps even that most redeeming quality—they truly care about others.
During the Epiphany season the church always explores Jesus’ character. The Scriptures that we meditate on in the Epiphany season lead us deep into Jesus’ person, so that we get to know Him better and see what He has inside Himself. What the Lord intends to happen during this season of the church year is that our eyes get opened wider and wider so that we understand more fully who Jesus is. Epiphany is the ideal time to discover more completely what it means (that phrase that we learned in our confirmation instruction) that Jesus is both God and man.

There are so many wonderful little nuances in today’s Gospel reading that help to open our eyes to who Jesus is. Matthew lets us in on some of Jesus’ deepest thoughts and feelings and capabilities. But on first reading, we sometimes just gloss over them without really taking them in. Let’s spend a few minutes today really thinking about who Jesus is. Let’s let the Spirit speak to us through the Word of God, and we are going to discover that Jesus is ready, willing and able to take away our greatest sorrows.

The first healing that takes place in today’s Gospel is a beautiful illustration of Jesus’ attitude toward suffering, sinful people. This disease of leprosy is something that we are so insulated from in 21st century America that it’s going to be hard for us this morning to put ourselves into the scene and understand what happened here. Leprosy is a disease that is still around in third world countries. It affects the extremities of the body, killing off the nerve endings so that when a person gets a sore on his hands or feet, he does not feel any pain. He just keeps walking on that sore foot or using those sore hands until the sore get worse and worse and pretty soon he is literally rubbing away his fingers and toes, his hands and his feet.
It was a terribly feared disease in Jesus day, thought to be highly contagious. (Today we know that it is only mildly contagious.) The law of Moses in the Old Testament required lepers to be quarantined. Lepers had to leave the healthy people and live in little colonies all by themselves. They had to keep their distance from healthy people. If a healthy person came in their direction, they were taught to cry out, “Unclean! Unclean!” so that the person didn’t come into contact with them. It was a miserable existence with little hope of ever being healed. And it was out of this misery that the man in our Gospel comes up to Jesus. He must have been a very bold leper, because Matthew tells us that he came and knelt right in front of Jesus. There were probably gasps from the crowd following Jesus. They probably scattered when they realized that it was a leper who was crazy enough to come into Jesus’ presence and to say so confidently, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.”

Now, notice what Jesus does—I think there’s so much to learn here. “Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man.” I would bet there were screams from the crowd, “Don’t do it, Jesus!” “No!” “What is He doing?” This was a social taboo—what Jesus was doing here. Nobody touched a leper. But Jesus is so calm and confident. “I am willing,” He said, “Be clean!” How could Jesus be that confident? Try to put yourself in Jesus’ mind. Why did Jesus approach this situation so differently from everyone else who was there that day? What did He know that the rest of them didn’t know?
Well, you know enough about Jesus to know that He is God. As God He knows all things. He knew there was no danger of Him getting leprosy. He knew the future. He knew that He would stay healthy. He knew that He had the power to heal this man. He knew when He said the words, “Be clean!” what was going to happen in the very next second. The man would be immediately cured of his leprosy. But what I’d like you to think more deeply about is the much more important reaching out and touching that was taking place in this scene and throughout the Gospels. Thirty-some years before this, before the human being Jesus was ever conceived and born, He existed as a Spirit in heaven. And there He had to contemplate the reaching out and touching of the human race that was necessary. It was a revolting thought. Something terrible had happened with the world He had created. The creature that He had made as the most advanced and God-like creature had spoiled His creation almost as soon as it came into being. And because of their rebellion, human beings had become the most repulsive, unbearable creatures for God! “Loathing” would be a good word to describe how a holy God feels toward ruined, sinful creatures. Human beings had made themselves the lowest of the low. In some societies the lowest are called the “untouchables.” No one would ever think of touching them.

But you see, this one we call Jesus had thought it all through ahead of time. There was only one solution for these pitiable creatures. He would have to come down and touch them. He would have to reach out and touch them. They could not reach out for Him. In their fallen condition, they had no inclination to seek Him out. He would have to reach out and touch them. And no matter how loathsome that idea must have been to Him, when He considered it—when He searched inside Himself and explored who He was—there was only one answer He could give. He said to His Father, “I must go.” He, the Creator, allowed Himself to be made over into one of His own creatures. He became one of us. And after thirty years of being among these hateful, hurtful creatures, when He sees one in misery, He can’t help but reach out and touch him. That’s what’s inside Jesus. 
When one of us miserable creatures is bold enough to speak to Him, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean,” He answers without blinking an eye, “I am willing. Be clean!” Jesus knew what still lay ahead of Him in order for Him to make this man truly clean and to make you and me clean. It was more than just putting up with us for thirty years on this earth and not giving in to our temptations. It would mean suffering and death and the pains of hell itself. But He says to you today, “I am willing. Be clean!” Jesus is ready and willing to take away our greatest sorrows. But the next incident helps us to understand that He is more than just sympathetic and well intentioned. It shows us that He is able to remove any form of suffering.

A centurion approaches Him—a Roman soldier similar in rank to our sergeant or captain in our army. He comes up to Jesus and tells Him about someone who is close to him, someone who is suffering terribly. The centurion’s servant was paralyzed. Having servants in those days was very common. Servants were like part of the family. If you had a faithful, reliable servant, that person was like a son or daughter. It must have hurt this centurion to see the servant suffer. Maybe he had even been injured doing some job for the master. 
Now paralysis is still one of those medical mysteries today. A person who has a spinal cord injury will have lack of feeling from the point where the injury occurred on down and will not be able to walk or move those parts of the body below the injury. Doctors with all of their advanced technology cannot repair spinal cord injuries. But Jesus could heal such victims. In Jesus is all the power of God. Jesus’ voice is that voice that spoke on the first day that the world was created:  “Let there be light,” and there was light. Jesus’ Word is a word that can create things out of nothing, that can repair things that are “unrepairable.” He can change things from one substance into another. Last week we saw Him change water into wine. He changed H20 into the juice of grapes that had already been fermented, a process that normally takes a month. Do you see the progression of Jesus’ miracles? His miracles came in a crescendo starting from the simple and climaxing in the spectacular. Last Sunday we saw Him turning water into wine. Today we see Him curing serious human ailments. Wait till you see next week’s miracle. It’s going to show how He has control over all the forces of nature.
In those three years of Jesus’ ministry, God was showing the world who Jesus was. He did it over a three year period. He wanted it to sink in with people. This was something more than Jesus could simply tell people. It was well and good that He told people that He was true God. They needed time to process it—not only to hear it, but to see it, to experience it. Can you imagine the affect that this miracle had on the man who had been paralyzed, on the centurion who asked for the healing? Can you imagine the insights you would have into who Jesus is if you had received such a healing. But notice, Matthew does not dwell on the faith boost that occurs after the miracle. Jesus highlights the faith that it takes to ask for such miracles. 

When the centurion asks to have his servant healed, he is so filled with a sense of awe at who Jesus is—where He fits in the rank and order of people on this earth—that he says, “Lord, I do not deserve to have you come under my roof. But just say the Word, and my servant will be healed.” It is a faith that is based on the Word. Those who have such a faith have it because the Word of God has worked a confidence in them. We don’t need to have Jesus touch us physically. We don’t need to have Him come into our home and fix everything that is wrong in our lives. We have His Word, and we know that whatever He says in His Word is what is crucial for us. It may not be His will to remove all of the effects of sin in our lives. We know that there are certain ailments that Jesus chooses to let us suffer through. They are His way of building patience in us, His way of getting us to grow spiritually. But He uses His Word to draw us to Himself and to reveal to us more about who He is.

Because when you realize that you have a friend like Jesus, life is no longer a scary thing. If you think you know Jesus well, you may have a lot more to learn about who He is. May this Epiphany season be an experience where you get to know Jesus more intimately, where you come to understand His intentions, His desires and His abilities. Because when you do get to know Jesus, you become a calmer, more peaceful, more confident person. Jesus is ready, willing and able to take away your greatest sorrows. Live life this week with that confidence. Amen.

