What God Wants From Us (Taught To Us By the Lepers)

2 Kings 7:3-7 Now there were four men who were lepers at the entrance to the gate. And they said to one another, "Why are we sitting here until we die? 4 If we say, 'Let us enter the city,' the famine is in the city, and we shall die there. And if we sit here, we die also. So now come, let us go over to the camp of the Syrians. If they spare our lives we shall live, and if they kill us we shall but die." 5 So they arose at twilight to go to the camp of the Syrians. But when they came to the edge of the camp of the Syrians, behold, there was no one there. 6 For the Lord had made the army of the Syrians hear the sound of chariots and of horses, the sound of a great army, so that they said to one another, "Behold, the king of Israel has hired against us the kings of the Hittites and the kings of Egypt to come against us." 7 So they fled away in the twilight and abandoned their tents, their horses, and their donkeys, leaving the camp as it was, and fled for their lives. ESV

Luke 17:11-19 On the way to Jerusalem he was passing along between Samaria and Galilee. 12 And as he entered a village, he was met by ten lepers, who stood at a distance 13 and lifted up their voices, saying, "Jesus, Master, have mercy on us." 14 When he saw them he said to them, "Go and show yourselves to the priests." And as they went they were cleansed. 15 Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice; 16 and he fell on his face at Jesus' feet, giving him thanks. Now he was a Samaritan. 17 Then Jesus answered, "Were not ten cleansed? Where are the nine? 18 Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?" 19 And he said to him, "Rise and go your way; your faith has made you well." ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

Our texts are two familiar Bible accounts of people with leprosy.  Though that term was used for various skin diseases of the day of varying degrees of seriousness, in the most extreme form it is speaking of the disease that we still know today as leprosy.  It was a deadly disease that affected the nervous system and yet it brought death twice because before physical death occurred the person was banished from society and forced to live alone while enduring horrible disfigurement and injury.  The disease first caused feeling to be lost in the extremities so a leper would hurt himself or herself and not even know that they were doing so.  The cavities of the head would begin to shrink back and their nose and mouth would pull back leaving bone and teeth grotesquely exposed in a disfigured face.  Then sores would pop out on the skin oozing a substance that not only was gross to look out but that was extremely contagious.  When you view it for what it truly was, it is no wonder that the Bible took such a strong approach to leprosy and similar diseases.  Today we have discovered a cure for this disease, but in Biblical days to get leprosy was to receive two death sentences in one because before you breathed your last you would spend your years in the living death of a leper colony, draping old cloths over your body to hide the disfigurement and scrounging to survive while dealing with all of the inevitable injuries that were to come.  

In the Bible, leprosy is always a type of sin.  Sin also causes people to lose feeling and sensitivity to what is important and what is harmful and causes them to do things that hurt and destroy themselves without them even realizing it is happening.  Sin causes a person to be banished “outside the camp” and to live outside the blessings of God and His kingdom.  Sin is cruel and brings disfigurement causing a person to be far less than what they could have been in God.  If left unchecked and uncured, sin will destroy and kill and it results in two deaths, a physical death and then a spiritual death in the lake of fire.  And, of course, sin is contagious – horribly so, to the point that even being around people who are grossly infected with it can rub off on you in a way that you don’t want.  But, thank God, there is a cure for sin and it is the precious and life-giving blood of Jesus Christ.  In real life, the cure for leprosy is a three-part serum that works together to overcome the disease.  So it is in the spiritual that sin is cured by a three-part serum:  repentance, water baptism in the name of Jesus, and the infilling of the Holy Spirit!  It still works – one does not have to die a spiritual leper!

Those lessons learned from the lepers are but a sampling of what great spiritual principles that we can learn from these stories and I would like to go a vastly different direction than one usually preaches from these stories.  I feel the need to preach vision; to preach about what God wants from us.  There are perhaps much we can work on and name in this area, but I feel led to present to you four areas or things that God particularly is calling the individuals of our local church body to at this time.  I have chosen these two passages of leper stories as my text because the lepers help to illustrate these four things to us.  These four things might not be the primary lessons of the lepers, but they definitely help us to grasp the importance of what God is saying to us.  The subject tonight, then, is God and you and what He wants and the lepers are but a help to us to grasp fully what God would say.

_____________________________________________________________________

What would God want from us?  We have prayed and fasted and we have sought God for our church and I absolutely believe that we are heading in the right direction and now it is just continuing for a while in the ways that we are moving.  The first thing that I feel God saying to us and desiring from us is for us all to:

Make up your mind to trust fully what God is doing in your life.

We sometimes forget that these lepers were all Jews and had at one time been a part of God’s people.  For most of them the leprosy came as a surprise and the banishment was sudden and unexpected.  And yet – now that we know the end – what great stories these are about the hand and power of God!  In our Old Testament text, God uses those four lepers to rout the enemy and bring victory for all of the people and in our New Testament text, these lepers form the framework for a fabulous and notable miracle that would be recorded and preached from for the rest of eternity.  When you decide to live for God, you have to acknowledge that such a decision means that you may not necessarily realize fully what God is doing with and in your life and everything that happens may not make perfect sense to your mind.  God often works and moves within our lives in unexpected and surprising ways to the effect that suddenly you look back and realize that He was in control all along but there was no way you could see that during the moment.  Yet let us remember that only those who endure despite not always understanding see the miraculous and sovereign hand of God.  And only those who continue forward are able to look back and go “ah, I see!”

God wants us to make up our mind to trust what He is doing and His working in your life fully.  So you cannot see why this had to happen or this hasn’t yet worked out:  yet trust Him because you are still in His hands and so there will be a purpose.  Make up your mind to be faithful anyway!  Trust God’s work fully!  

That means throwing away any backup plan of your own understanding.  Make up in your mind to do whatever God commands and directs and let there be no contingency plan for what you do if suddenly God demands something a bit foolish.  Sometimes God directs us to do things that don’t seem to make sense to the natural mind – like telling ten lepers to go show themselves to the priest.  They were not yet healed of the leprosy and yet he commanded them to go show themselves to the priest.  That doesn’t make sense – you weren’t supposed to show yourself to the priest until after you thought you had been cleansed, but the Bible said that when the lepers – still lepers at this point – obeyed this command that they were healed “as they went.”  Only when they abandoned any other form of plan and went with God’s seemingly crazy plan did the miracle come!  Sometimes we are waiting for God to do the work so that we can do what He has commanded when He is waiting for us to do what He has commanded so that He can do the work!  And often God waits until He sees that we are fully committed to doing things His way before the miraculous shows up.  He is waiting for us to get almost to the priest and see that we are intent on trusting Him although we cannot see how this makes sense before the miracle occurs.  

In my personal Bible reading this week, I’m in the depressing and very sad book of Numbers and I noticed how that as the children of Israel are wandering in the wilderness, the great man of God Moses is on a steady decline of faith.  The fall will end with him growing frustrated with the people of God and striking the rock twice rather than speaking to it as God had commanded and thus forfeiting his right to go into the Promised Land, but you can go back in earlier chapters and see that he is on a definitely downward trend.  For one thing, Moses starts complaining to the Lord, “why did you put this heavy burden on me.”  He grows frustrated with trying to do what God has said and the downward trend continues to that one act of disobedience that would cost him his life.  Yet the start of that downward spiral in the book is found at the end of the 10th chapter with this happening:

Num 10:29-32 One day Moses said to his brother-in-law, Hobab son of Reuel the Midianite, "We are on our way to the place the Lord promised us, for he said, 'I will give it to you.' Come with us and we will treat you well, for the Lord has promised wonderful blessings for Israel!" 30 But Hobab replied, "No, I will not go. I must return to my own land and family." 31 "Please don't leave us," Moses pleaded. "You know the places in the wilderness where we should camp. Come, be our guide. 32 If you do, we'll share with you all the blessings the Lord gives us." NLTse

I’m on like the 8th or 9th time reading the Bible through and this has never stood out to me before until now.  I want to tell Moses, “Hold on a second – you are following the pillar of God’s presence through the wilderness.  You are supposed to camp when that cloud by day or fire by night stops and you are to move when it moves.  God will lead you where you need to go and God will help you find water and God will show you where to camp – why are you trying to talk your brother-in-law to go along with you because he knows the wilderness well?”  This was Moses’ forming a back-up plan.  This was plan B.  This was like saying, “well if the Lord deserts us and leaves us hanging, I can always follow the guidance of ol’ Hobab.”  And to say that is almost like you are expecting God to desert you and fail you.

A minister long, long ago banned the song, “He has never failed me, yet” from services because he didn’t like the “yet.”  God wants us to be a people who are trusting God completely and fully and that means that there is no plan B.  There is not another plan that you do for your life if the whole “living for God doesn’t work out.”  There is not another instruction or direction-giver that you plan to turn to if God happens to lead you wrong.  There is not another option if God does not do as He has promised in your life.  There is not another alternative if you step out on faith and God doesn’t meet you there.  I’m not saying don’t plan ahead, but in our planning, let us fully expect and rely upon the Lord and trust Him!  If it means going to show yourselves to the priests before you are healed, that means that we don’t go trying to figure out what we are going to say to the priest if we show up and we are still lepers, but rather we just obey and do what God has said and expect Him to show up!  If God is your Plan A, then know that there is no need for plan B!

Another crazy aspect of the story of the lepers is that Jesus was sending those guys to show themselves to the very priests who had been the ones to pronounce them unclean and to banish them from society in the first place.  Think of that – their last encounter with the priests was not pleasant and yet the first place that Jesus sends them when they come to Him for help is back to those same priests.  You see, Jesus was testing them to see what their attitude was towards the men of God who had pronounced their judgment and called their leprosy for what it was in the first place.  Part of trusting God fully is that you trust the men of God in your life and what they decide and what they choose and pronounce in your life.  Jesus never circumvents or bypasses Godly authority.  And so part of trusting God fully is keeping a right attitude towards the man of God and heeding what they pronounce even if their decision seems one that would cause you discomfort!  And don’t forget the lesson of the lepers:  when they demonstrated that they were willing to approach the men of God and heed whatever he said, despite the negativity of his last pronouncement in their life, they were healed!  Trusting God means that we can realize that when a man of God speaks truth in our life that we do not like, it is foolish and hazardous to get mad at the messenger when really the issue is the leprosy in our own life.  And God will test you in this.  But trust God fully anyway and you will see His miraculous hand!  

______________________________________________________________________

There is more that God wants from us right now that these lepers help to illustrate.  Every one of us need to:

Realize that you are vital to the church.

All of you are a vital and essential part of the body of Christ and your absence or distance or lack of involvement hurts what God is trying to do through and in this local church.  Remember the whole body analogy that the Apostle Paul used?  A small toe doesn’t seem all that important until you hit it on the bedside table in the dark and then suddenly the whole body is aware of it.  And if you were to have both of your small toes missing, did you know that you would have to learn to walk all over again.  It’s a very small part but it is very important.  Ditto a fingernail and that part of it called the quick.  You don’t think of it until it is damaged and then suddenly you realize that they play an important part of your body.  If I could change one thing about my body, I would change my fingernails – no kidding.  My fingernails are brittle and they split horizontally and because I use my hands in music and such, my fingernails cause me more pain than anything else in life.  They are very small things, but I think of them continually because they are attached!

You, likewise, might not be the head or even the neck of the church, but you are important.  That means that we need you to be faithful – when you are not here there is something missing in our church.  That means we need you to be involved and active in what is going on around here.  What does this have to do with lepers?  Well, the lepers were loners and distant from what God’s people were doing.  They couldn’t enter into the temple and they never showed up to worship God and they were always at a distant from everybody else.  The lepers show that being a loner and living separated from God’s people and God’s house is always a sign of disease!  Those who make it a point to stay away and separate themselves from the body of Christ quickly become infected with sin and with spiritual issues.

It is telling that simple verse from our Old Testament text where those four lepers said:

2 Kings 7:3b And they said to one another, "Why are we sitting here until we die? ESV
These lepers may have been lepers but they were very intelligent because they realized the correlation between sitting and dying.  Look at somebody and say it with me, “to do nothing but sit, is to choose to die spiritually.”  If your sole contribution to church is to sit and listen, then know that your inactivity will eventually cause your demise.  You need to get involved!  You need to get on board!  You need to get your hands immersed in the work of God.  Don’t just sit there at church, but worship God!  Don’t just come expecting to be blessed, but bless His name!  And realize that you were saved and given so much so that you could give of your life and of your talent and of your blessings to bless Him and His kingdom.  Find a ministry that you have a burden for and get involved.  If you have no burden for any facet of ministry, pray and ask God to help you get one, because to sit detached and beyond the gate and uninvolved will cause spiritual death.  

This is meant to be a positive message and I don’t want to get too negative here, but we have been here long enough to see some people come and people go.  And when the unfortunate and pointless act of backsliding has taken place, you can always look back in that person’s life and realize that there was a separation, isolation, and drawing back that first took place.  Think of anyone who was born again of the water and of the Spirit, whether in this church or in any other church in the world, and yet backslid and you can see this trend take place.  They stop making church priority.  They get caught up with friends, work, or whatever pursuit until they are around less and less.  They pull themselves from any ministry involvement and when they do show up for service, they just sit.  And spiritual death was the inevitable result!

I’m not going that way, though, therefore I will not just sit!  And I pray that you will feel the same way.  God wants you to realize that you are not insignificant and you are not unimportant and also that you cannot make it by yourself.  You need to get a fresh revelation of your vitalness to the church of God and make up your mind to be available, be faithful, be connected, and be involved!  Don’t just sit there and die!

______________________________________________________________________

There is yet another thing that God wants from us that is exhibited by these texts and that is God wants us all to:

Stop asking for minimums.

“Well, is that truly a heaven or hell issue?”  I’m so sick of hearing that when somebody is presented with something the Bible says.  That’s basically saying, “What is the least that I can do for God?”  “What is the least that I can give Him with my life.”  Don’t try that with your spouse:  “honey, what is the least that I have to do and you will still stay with me?”  That sounds like a wonderful marriage, doesn’t it?  And that’s why we have divorces because one spouse becomes convinced that the other is just trying to give them the minimum requirements of marriage and so they respond in kind by treating the offending spouse the same way and the inevitable result is disaster.  But we sometimes do that very same thing to God and it’s a somewhat fair question for someone who is just coming to the knowledge of Jesus Christ and just being born again but for someone who has been baptized a while and following Christ for some time, it speaks of a shallowness spiritually.  If I am just entering marriage, I need to have a very good understanding of what is minimally required to stay married legally and spiritually, yet if I am to have a good relationship that lasts, I’d better quickly move beyond just the minimums.  And yet some people in their walk with God are determined only to change what is absolutely mandated as a heaven or hell issue and even with those things they struggle because they are just trying to do the minimum things that they can do and still be called a Christian.  Jesus didn’t just seek to minimally please God:  it is impossible to live in minimums and truly be called a Christian because to be Christ-like means that you must be as He is and He never did anything minimally!  

The problem with people who only try to fulfill minimums is that grossly limit God’s working in their life.  I’m drawn to these words of Jesus where He said:

Luke 4:27 And there were many lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and none of them was cleansed, but only Naaman the Syrian." ESV 

Jesus, of course, is referring to the story of the Syrian general who heard about the man of God through a slave girl and ended up getting his miracle.  To Jesus, though, the horrible thing about that story was that none of the lepers of Israel had the faith to ever go to the same man of God who lived among them and ask for healing.  Do you know why Naaman was the only one ever healed of leprosy in Elisha’s day?  Naaman was the only one who asked for healing.  All the other lepers in Israel were obeying the minimums of the Law of Moses:  they had separated themselves from the towns and were living in colonies and crying “unclean, unclean” when they walked around the villages.  They were keeping the minimums but the problem with that is that they sold themselves short of all that they could have had in God.  And people whom just focus on living only up to the level of the minimums required in God do the same thing to themselves.  Some people would never be sensitive to God wanting to make changes in their lives for the sake of winning other people or furthering their ministry and want only to say, “well, is that a heaven or hell issue.”  But in doing so they are guaranteeing themselves the minimums of what God has to offer in miraculous power in God.

In our New Testament text, all ten lepers obeyed the commandment of Jesus Christ to go show themselves to the priest and all ten lepers were healed as they went.  That is to say that the sores of all of them closed up and they ceased to be contagious and they would all be able to go back into society.  We could say that all ten did the minimum of what Jesus required of them.  But only one, as he was cleansed, turned back and fell down at Jesus’ feet and gave Him praise for what had been done and gave Jesus thanks.  And Jesus’ response was, “where are the other nine?”  Now they could say, “well, Jesus, You didn’t command us to come back and praise You and to worship You; You only said to show ourselves to the priest.”  Yeah, that was the minimum that He asked, but notice that the one who gave his self to more than the minimum received more.  Our text said that Jesus told him:

Luke 17:19 And he said to him, "Rise and go your way; your faith has made you well." ESV

Other translations have, “your faith has made you whole.”  Jesus always uses this phrase in the Greek in a case where someone’s illness and all of the peripheral things associated with that illness was healed.  In other words, this man received more than just the stopping of the disease in his body, but likely received the reversal of all of the damage that the leprosy had caused.  The other nine lepers who did only the minimum of what Jesus said, received healing in the sense that the disease stopped ravaging their body and the sores stopped oozing its vile stuff and they could return to society, but they did so with scars and with fingers gnarled and with a face still disfigured from their ordeal.  But many scholars believe that the second and greater touch that this man received was that he not only had the disease stop but had his body restored to as it had been.  Furthermore, most believe that Jesus’ words are also an indication that this man became a faithful follower of Christ and so received spiritual salvation also because the words can denote that as well!  

You and I all come to Jesus having been infected with the leprosy of sin.  To have sin forgiven and washed away, you only have to do the minimum of what God has decreed.  You don’t have to become a faithful follower of Christ to repent or get baptized of the water and of the Spirit.  I’ve known plenty of people to come to church a few times, truly repent, get baptized in the name of Jesus and to genuinely receive the Holy Spirit and the sin issue was temporarily fixed in their life, but that was all they ever acted upon in the Word of God.  They did the minimum that was preached and yet they never sought Godly wisdom and they never sought to have a true day-to-day relationship with Him and they never stepped out on any of the other great promises of God available to them and they didn’t submit themselves to Bible study or holy living and as a result they had their sins washed away and yet their lives are still horribly scarred by the impact of those sins.  And, sadly, the result is usually that they become infected again. 

But what you and I need is not just to do the minimum, but also to press on so that God can do a complete and thorough work in our lives!  Thank God for the basics, but I’m not going to stay at that level in my walk with God, and I will devote myself to thanksgiving and to staying at His feet because I need Him in every other area of my life!  We need not just forgiveness but also spiritual healing and restoration and that doesn’t come to those who only seek to do the minimums!  God is speaking to all of us:  God wants that all of us would stop asking for minimums, and instead ask, “What else can I do or change for you, Lord?”  “What more can I do for God?”  “How much more devoted and sold out can I become?”  If you will do so the powerful hand of God working in your life will amaze you!  And to do great things for us is what God wants for us!  And yet He cannot do for us what He wants if we stay focused only on minimums!   

______________________________________________________________________

There is yet one more thing that God wants from each of us and that these lepers help us to see clearly and that is that God wants each of us to:

Stop compartmentalizing.

That sounds funny doesn’t it?  And if I didn’t elaborate, you wouldn’t understand what I meant, even many of you do it all of the time.  Too many Christians are “compartmentalizers” – let me explain.  

To compartmentalize is to separate areas of your life and existence and act and behave and believe that they have neither to do with each other nor affect each other.  For example, you believe that your physical life and choices that you make with your body have nothing do with the spiritual.  In its most extreme form, compartmentalizing is called “Gnosticism” and the entire book of 1 John was written to combat this false doctrine.  For example, someone who believes such extreme compartmentalizing believes that they can do anything that they want to in their physical body, as long as they do what is required for their spiritual man and they do not realize that the one affects the other.  In the early days of the church, some of these Gnostics would go sleep with whomever they wanted and get drunk and then come to church and talk in tongues and think that they were okay spiritually.  Come to think of it, there are some people who still apparently believe that lie, today!

Some Christians practice compartmentalizing in its extreme form, but hopefully you who are here understand that you cannot commit sin in the body and it not affect your spiritual man.  The two are connected, so much so that faith without action is dead and if you want your sins washed away from your spiritual account, you’ve got to get your physical body in physical water and get really baptized with a literal tongue calling out the literal name of Jesus Christ over you.  A person who truly repents will have the fruit of turning away from sin and living differently afterwards.  A person who receives the gift of the Holy Spirit will have a very physical initial sign of speaking in other tongues as the Spirit gives the utterance and then the very literal fruit of the Spirit such as kindness, goodness, peace, and love and all of the rest will be exhibited in their life as obvious, physical fruit of the Spiritual work that has taken place.  Hopefully, you guys grasp that.  We will one day stand before God and be judged “according to our works” which is to say that I’m going to give an answer for what I do in deeds of this body whether I claimed to be “in the Spirit” or “out of the Spirit.” 

What I feel God speaking to us is about the subtler compartmentalizing that sometimes Christians do.  We tend, for example, to think that our relationship with our spouse or our brother or sister is distinctly different and separate and not all affected to or by our relationship with God, but the Bible declares differently.  You cannot hate your brother or sister whom you have seen and claim to love a God whom you haven’t seen – that’s what John said to confront the Gnostics who were compartmentalizing in his first letter.  When your marriage is going good, it affects your spirituality.  When you are being blessed financially or not it affects your spiritual faith.  When you are having a squabble with a friend or just formed a true friendship with someone, it affects your walk with God.  When you are physically ill, it has an effect on your spiritual walk with God and your outlook of faith.  When you hate your job, we can tell at church.  When you are tired and worn out and drained physically because of too many hours and not enough rest or in not using wisdom and Godly principles in your schedule, it affects your worship and your ministry in the church.  We cannot compartmentalize and say that one does not affect the other – it does and that is why we must heed the instructions of the Word of God in every area of our life because every area of our life affects the other either positively or negatively.  I need Biblical instruction on finance, I need instruction on rest and schedule, I need Godly instruction on my attitude and stress, I need it on how to be a good employee and also how to worship.  I need all of this because each part of my life affects the other.

The lepers of our text show this:  they had a disease and yet that disease affected every area of their life.  It was not just a matter of the disease causing them pain, but it caused them to miss out on their families and the temple and every part of life was changed because of it.  But there is yet another great principle here and that is when those lepers of our Old Testament text made up in their mind that they would sit no longer but would do something about their situation, what a chain of events they set off!  And it affected everything in their life and by the end of the story, God has magnified their feet to make it sound to the enemy that a great army is charging and the enemy has fled and the lepers have had their fill of the best food and the horrible famine is over and the Word of God spoken by the man of God has been fulfilled and God’s people have been blessed and the city that had been a prisoner was set loose!  

There is even indirect evidence that the lepers were healed because many people believe that the placement of these chapters indicates that Gehazi, Elisha’s former servant, was one of the lepers and was healed during the story.  2 Kings chapter 5 is the story of Gehazi’s greed and his being cursed with leprosy.  2 Kings chapter 6 and 7 is the story of the city being besieged and how four lepers acted in such a way that God used them to save the city.  In chapter 8, we find Gehazi talking with the king – something that he could not have done had he still been a leper.  Was it so?  We cannot prove it, but it is certainly possible!  

Either way, what a great principle to realize:  when you get victory in one area of your life, it flows to every other area of your life and even affects other people!  When you choose sin, you are not only hurting your walk with God, but you are hurting every other area of your life and making it worse, as well as, hurting other people’s lives and walks with God.  But when you make up in your mind to be on fire for God and to do something for God and to let His miraculous hand be set free in your life, you start a chain reaction of good things and of victory in not only every facet of your life, but in other people’s lives as well.  Want a stronger marriage?  Get on fire for Jesus and get a stronger relationship with Him!  Want better friends, live right and holy!  Want a better job and to move upward?  Let the fire of the Holy Ghost burn so brightly in your life that it affects your attitude, your discipline, and your outlook and focus!  Stronger churches come from stronger families and vice versa.  Faith is contagious and so is living victorious!  So is genuine joy!  We cannot compartmentalize and say that God only wants to bless us in a spiritual or emotional way at church, but somebody realize that God wants to change and thus bless every part of you and all of it is connected!  Let us live right at church; let us live right at home!  Let us give our best at church; let us give our best in all other areas of life, too.  And let God use us to set off a chain reaction of a series of very blessed and fortunate events in our lives, our homes, our families, and our communities!  It’s all tied together and such a great and momentous avalanche of blessing is what God wants for us!    

