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Introduction

This morning, we continue our series in Mark, looking specifically at the question that Mark is seeking to answer, “Who is this?” As we have seen thus far, Mark has indicated his bias – he thinks that telling about Jesus is good news and that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God. Mark has begun by telling us about the power and authority of Jesus: how he proclaims, he calls, he teaches, and he commands.

And as we continue going through Mark, we remember that Mark was not simply writing a biography, nor was he simply journaling for his own benefit. He was writing to a real audience, in a real time of crisis, with a real message that he believed would be helpful and encouraging.

I. Don’t miss the message for the miracles.

a. Doing good things not sufficient by itself.

Jesus first day in Capernaum went pretty well. He was impressive.  If you look at what immediately precedes our text this morning, it is an awestruck account: “And the whole city was gathered around the door. And he cured many who were sick with various diseases, and cast out many demons; and he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him.” The people of Capernaum were star struck. So it is not surprising that people would get up early to come see Jesus the next morning.

You know, we are not all that different today; in fact, in some ways, we are easier to impress. Comic Con is going on in San Diego this weekend. It is a convention devoted to the celebration of super-heroes that have been created in the comic books. Spiderman, Batman, Superman, Wonder Woman, the Green Flash, etc. Each of these seemingly-ordinary human beings with this incredible back-story and secret life with super powers. Each one comes to the rescue of ordinary citizens in the nick of time, preventing a disaster or protect them from evil.

Yet, aside from the obvious difference that Jesus is real and the comics are fiction, there is a foundational distinction between Jesus and the superheroes. The superheroes at Comic-Con arrive on the scene for the purpose of responding to an emergency and then disappear again. Their purpose and function is to avert disaster. Jesus, on the other hand, arrives on the scene, then the disasters are brought to him, and his purpose is to establish a relationship. It is precisely at the point where the miracles would mask the message that Jesus responds to his disciples, “Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim the message there also;” and note this well, “for that is what I came out to do.”

I can almost hear the disciples stunned response, “But…but…but…”

Jesus is very clear. His purpose is to convey a message – the invitation to a relationship with him – it is not simply to be a miracle worker. Jesus is much more than the star power. 

We understand star power – even in religious terms. A few years back we had a Billy Graham Crusade here in San Diego. Without argument, Billy Graham is one of the spiritual giants of our day and age. The coming of the Crusade was a major news event and it grew into a festival kind of atmosphere. There were all sorts of preparations made and the logistical details must have been overwhelming for those on the inside of the program.  I listened carefully to many people who said, “I’m going to see Billy Graham.” They seemed much more interested in the phenomena of Billy Graham than the message that Billy Graham has to bring. When they came back and talked about it, I was not surprised to hear them talk about how old Billy Graham was, how feeble he was, or even how amazing it was that his voice held up. Many people seemed to miss the message for the phenomenon.

But this is what makes Billy Graham a spiritual giant of our day and age. You see, Billy Graham has never forgotten the message in all the hype. He has never – as far as I am aware – gotten lost or confused his own popularity with the real message; that is, the proclamation of salvation through Jesus Christ. His message invites sinners into a saving relationship with Jesus Christ. 

In our Old Testament lesson, Jeremiah has the opposite problem. He was afraid people would not hear the message because he was only a boy. God says to Jeremiah, “Don’t sweat it. The message is the important thing and that I will give you. It is not about you, Jeremiah. It is about me.”

What Jesus says to his disciples is simple. “Let us go on to neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim the message there also; for that is what I came out to do.” Don’t miss the message for the miracles.

b. This would have been a profound corrective to Mark’s readers as well.

The accounts of Jesus’ authority and power would have been especially meaningful to those who had been suffering persecution at the hands of the Romans. I try to imagine myself in that situation – even as a believer, even knowing that Jesus was crucified and rose from the dead – I would have started reading Mark and thought, “What’s the deal? If this Jesus was able to have the power to proclaim the coming of the kingdom of God, if his word was sufficient to call the disciples, if he had the personal authority to teach, if he has the power to cast out demons at his word – if he can do all that and draw a huge crowd, why wouldn’t he keep doing it and build an army to kick the Romans out?”

You know this is true. It is not a big step to get from, “Who is this?” to “Look what he can do. What would happen if we got him to…” 

As soon as we think in terms of getting Jesus to adopt our agenda or to think in terms of dictating how things should go for Jesus, we are missing the message for the miracles. We stop looking to Jesus and start looking at him. 

Mark is pointing out that Jesus’ agenda was different and bigger than ours. If Jesus’ is only good and only powerful if he conforms to my will, then he is Santa Claus and not God. There were many in Capernaum whose illnesses he did not cure, whom he did not address. Mark is saying to the readers in Rome, Jesus was not simply a do-gooder; he is the personification of the Kingdom of God drawn near.

This is not to say that we should not approach Jesus with our problem or that we should feel guilty about asking God to heal us. Missing the message for the miracle means missing Jesus for thinking about what he can do for you. Jesus does not criticize the people of Capernaum for coming to him for cures and release from the demons; but he is not held captive by the disciples’ agenda for him. If all we want is what we can get Jesus to do, we quickly find out that Jesus is not where we expect him to be.  Yet if we follow Jesus first, we are amazed at the wonders that happen all around.

Don’t miss the message for the miracle. That said, it also is important to note that: 

II. The message is in the miracle

a. Jesus invites us into relationship with the one who brings life.

Jesus wraps up his initial time in Capernaum by surprising the disciples with his moving on. At some point after he leaves town and goes throughout Galilee, we get this interesting encounter with a leper. Mark does not give us much background on the leper: we do not know where this happened, if it was in a city or on the road, if there was a crowd or any other details. All we know is that a leper came to him.

We talked a little bit last week about leprosy in story of Naaman. There, you remember, Elisha told him to go wash in the Jordan and be made clean. When healed, Naaman proclaims that Elisha’s God was the only true God. 

In Scripture, leprosy covered a range of illnesses – all bad. Having leprosy made a person “unclean” and it was common practice to ostracize the leper. If you remember the early days of AIDS, where there was fear that the HIV virus could be airborne or transmitted without even touching someone infected, you get the idea of how devastating physically and spiritually a diagnosis of leprosy would have been.  In short, it would have been a death sentence.

Leprosy is not something we see or hear about much anymore, so some of this is lost on us. Dr. Paul Brand, who was a famous Christian missionary to India, watched lepers as they slept and discovered that rats were eating the lepers fingers and toes – and the lepers could not feel it. Brand also told the story about being stuck outside a rusty gate and a young leper boy stuck his finger in the lock and twisted until the gate opened. When he pulled his finger out, it had been gnashed to the bone but the boy could not feel it.

Leprosy was a death sentence. Consider this from Leviticus 13 beginning at verse 45, “The person who has the leprous disease shall wear torn clothes and let the hair of his head be disheveled; and he shall cover his upper lip and cry out, “Unclean, unclean.” He shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease; he is unclean. He shall live alone; his dwelling shall be outside the camp.” It goes on in Leviticus 14 to discuss the ritual for when a leper was made clean; priests could only examine, only God could heal it.

Again, only God could heal leprosy. For anyone else, touching someone or any contact – even being in the proximity of someone with leprosy made the toucher unclean. If a leper entered a house, the entire house was unclean.

Thus, it would not have been difficult for Mark’s readers then – or us today – to wonder at the desperation the leper must have been experiencing to come into Jesus’ presence.

The unnamed leper comes to Jesus and says, “If you choose, you can make me clean.”

Then, as Mark makes the point, before saying anything, Jesus reaches out and touches the man. But instead of making Jesus unclean, Jesus says, “I choose. Be made clean.” The message of his choosing is to give life to one who was dead. That’s always Jesus’ message to proclaim.

Tony Campollo tells the story of traveling from the East Coast to Hawaii to speak at a convention. His time-zones askew, he wandered into a greasy spoon diner at three in the morning. The only other customers were a group of prostitutes who had finished for the night; one of whom (named Agnes) mentioned that tomorrow was her birthday, and that she had never in her life had a birthday party.

After they left, Tony turned to the owner, Harry, who was behind the counter. He found out that they came in every night to this diner. Tony asked if he could come back the next night and throw a party. Harry said okay, but only on the condition that his wife do the cooking and he be allowed to make the cake. 

So at 2:30 in the morning, Tony went back to the diner. He had purchased some crepe-paper decorations at a store and had made a sign out of big pieces of cardboard that read, “Happy Birthday, Agnes!”


The woman who did the cooking must have spread the word about the party because by 3:15 every prostitute in Honolulu was in the place. As Tony Campollo tells it, ‘It was wall to wall prostitutes – and me!’

At 3:30 the door of the diner swung open and in came Agnes and her friend. Everyone was ready and when they came in everyone screamed “Happy Birthday!”

Agnes was flabbergasted. Her mouth fell open and her legs buckled. When they finished singing, her eyes were filled with tears; when the cake was carried out, she openly wept.

Harry turned to her and said gruffly, “Blow out the candles, Agnes. Come on! If you don’t blow out the candles, I’m going to have to blow them out.” Finally, he did. The cutting of the cake took even longer. “Cut the cake, Agnes. Everyone wants a piece.”

Agnes asked, “Harry, would it be OK if I keep the cake a little while; that we don’t eat it right away?” Harry said, “Sure. If you want to keep it, keep it. Take the cake home if you want.” “Can I? I live just down the street and I’ll be right back!” 

She carried the cake out like it was the Holy Grail and the place went silent. After she was out the door, they all just looked at each other. Quoting Campollo now, “Not knowing what else to do, I broke the silence by saying, ‘What do you say we pray?’

“Looking back on it now, “ Campollo says, “it seems more than strange for a sociologist to be leading a prayer meeting with a bunch of prostitutes in a diner in Honolulu at 3:30 in the morning. But then it just felt like the right thing to do. I prayed for Agnes; for her salvation, that her life would be changed. That God would be good to her.” 

Then, when I finished, Harry leaned over the counter and said with a trace of irritation: “Hey, you never told me you were a preacher. What kind of church do you belong to?” In one of those moments when just the right words come, I answered, “I belong to a church that throws birthday parties for prostitutes at 3:30 in the morning.” Harry waited a moment, and almost sneered as he answered, “No you don’t. No… you don’t. There’s no church like that. If there was, I’d join.”

Friends, Jesus is the head of the church that throws birthday parties for prostitutes at 3:30 in the morning. He is head of the church that touches a leper and says, “I do choose. Be healed.” Jesus is the head of the church that brings hope to the hopeless, life to the dead, grace to the sinner. 

Now, I know that I am glossing over Jesus’ instruction to “not say anything.” But note what else Jesus tells him. Go, show yourself to the priest, and offer your cleansing what Moses commanded, as a testimony to them.” This is the Leviticus 14 material about having the priests examine and the ritual that was to follow God’s action in cleansing the leper. Mark is pointing out that Jesus is the fulfillment of the Law. 

The news that a dead man came back to life – which was how the man must have felt – was too good to keep quiet. The cleaned man wanted to share his joy with everyone; the joy that Jesus, the one he knew as the promised One of God, had made him clean. 

Don’t miss the message for the miracle; the biggest part of the miracle was not the leper’s health, it was that Jesus touched him and that he was brought back to life. The biggest part of the birthday was not the cake, it was that Agnes was given hope and life in the simplest of gestures. 

Mark’s gospel is designed to answer the question, “Who is this?”  Don’t miss the message for the miracle; the miracle is in the message. This is Jesus. He calls you by name. He invites you personally. He says, “Come follow me.” Amazing things happen when we follow Jesus. When we try to get Jesus to follow us, we wonder where he went.

“When they found him, they said to him, ‘Everyone is searching for you.’ He answered, ‘Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim the message there also; for that is what I came out to do.’”

In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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