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Discussion Guide

•

Unruly

Connecting:
45 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work God is doing in your lives.)

•
•
•

In what ways did God move in your life this
week? In what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In
what ways, if any, did you invite God into this
challenge?
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously
thank group members for their honesty if they state they
have held back.)

Getting Started:

10 minutes
• Are you a person who easily handles unmet
expectations? Could you elaborate?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your group
with a simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these
questions in ways that best fit your group and the dynamics of your
own meeting.)

•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

Use the notes to explain the concept of holiness
and leprosy.
Read Mark 1.40-45 slowly, aloud. Seek to
experience the text as a by-stander. Read Mark
1.40-45 once more, seeking to experience the
text as the leper.
In what ways does Jesus defy expectations? Try
to find as many as possible.
How might these unmet expectations lead you
to respond if you were present?
Read Mark 2.13-17 aloud. Seek to experience
the text as one of the Pharisees. Read the text
once more, seeking to experience the episode
as one of Levi’s friends.
In what ways does Jesus once again defy
expectations? Try to find as many as possible.
How might these unmet expectations lead you
to respond if you were present?
In these texts, Jesus consistently defies
people’s expectations concerning the holiness
of God and how people are able to relate with
a holy God. What expectations do people today
have about God’s holiness? How might these
expectations influence how people can or

•
•
•

cannot interact with God? Could you elaborate?
Jesus’ example demonstrates that God is so holy
that people can encounter a holy God, and all
who experience his presence become holy. In
what ways, if any, is this idea different from how
you have understood God’s holiness? Would you
explain?
What implications, if any, does this understanding
of holiness have for how we relate to God? To one
another? To those outside the church?
What might it look like for you to relate to a God
who is holy in this way? What, if anything, keeps
you from relating to God in this manner?
Consider closing by thanking God for the
greatness of his holiness, and for the grace to
relate to him as a holy God.

Context and Background
Holy

Holiness is an aspect of the essential nature of God, not
just an attribute which he possesses, a nature common
to each member of the Trinity (Psalm 99.9; John 14.11;
Mark 1.24; John 6.69; Acts 1.5; 19.2). As we see in
Isaiah’s vision of God, this aspect of his nature is intense,
highlighted by the three-fold acknowledgment of
God’s holiness (Isaiah 6.3).
When Scripture speaks of God’s holiness, it
predominately refers to his inviolable sacredness
(Exodus 3.5) and his majesty (Exodus 15.11). When
these aspects are considered, one might understand
God’s holiness to denote a sense of separateness or
otherness (Hosea 11.9). Simply put, God is unlike
anything else.
God’s holiness leads him to live in absolute moral
perfection (Isaiah 5.16; Habakkuk 1.13), a perfection to
which he calls people to imitate (Leviticus 11.44; 1 Peter
1.16). While imitating this character of holiness implies
intentional effort, a pursuit of moral uprightness, the
encouraging nature of God’s holiness is seen in that
all things which are associated with God become holy
because of his presence. God’s throne is holy because
he sits upon it (Psalm 47.8). God’s mountain is holy
because of his presence (Psalm 2.6). The Sabbath is holy
because God himself honored it (Genesis 2.2-3; Exodus
16.23). God’s people become holy because he has
chosen them and dwells among them (Deuteronomy
7.6; 1 Peter 2.9). Thus, holiness is a standing given to
those associated with God, a standing to be maintained
rather than a standing to be obtained so that one might
begin to associate with God.

Leprosy

The ancient disease of leprosy should probably not be
equated with the modern disease of leprosy, also called
Hansen’s Disease, though it most certainly could have

included it. More than likely, leprosy in the ancient
world referred to an assortment of incurable skin
diseases. The possession and treatment of leprosy is
dealt with extensively in Leviticus 13-14. In these two
chapters, great attention is given to recognizing and
correctly identifying leprosy as well as the process for
assuring someone has been cured of his leprosy.
In the ancient world, great care had to be taken with
skin diseases because of their highly contagious nature
and the inability to treat such ailments. A person who
was determined to have leprosy was rarely expected to
recover, and those who did recover were understood
to have experienced a miraculous healing (2 Kings 5;
especially verses 4-7). Perhaps the most devastating
effects of having leprosy were social rather than
physical. Those identified as lepers became social
outcasts. Lepers were required to wear torn clothes,
to leave their hair unkempt, and to cover their faces
while they cried out “Unclean!” identifying themselves
as social and spiritual outcasts. So long as they bore
leprosy in their bodies, lepers lived apart from their
fellow Israelites (Leviticus 13.45-46). To be deprived
of social intercourse and touch would have been a
devastating experience, marring not just the body but
the soul. This is perhaps why such great care was taken
in prescribing not just rules for identifying healing but
specific steps toward the reintegration of the formerly
contaminated into community. Jesus’ encounter with
the leper in Mark 1 may highlight Jesus’ recognition of
both the physical and social/spiritual ramifications of
leprosy as Jesus not only heals the man but he heals
him through a touch, thus restoring him to community,
the new Jesus community (Mark 1.40-45).

The Text
Mark 1.40-45: Incorruptible Holiness

In Mark 1, we discover the beginnings of Jesus’ ministry.
Immediately after his baptism, Jesus underwent a time
of spiritual testing (Mark 1.9-13) from which Jesus
emerged proclaiming his gospel message about God’s
arriving kingdom (Mark 1.14-15). Jesus immediately
began assembling followers, which is not surprising
as he takes up the role of a rabbinic teacher (Mark
1.16-20), and he establishes Capernaum as his base of
operations (Mark 1.21). However, it is quickly apparent
that Jesus wishes to extend his ministry beyond
Capernaum to the wider Galilean countryside (Mark
1.38-39). It is sometime early within this expanding
ministry when Jesus has an encounter with a leper.
As Jesus ministers, a leper approaches him
acknowledging Jesus has the power to heal him. Word
of Jesus’ power surely had spread through the Galilean
countryside through the normal gossip network (Mark
1.29-34). While the leper was certain of Jesus’ ability,
he was not certain of Jesus’ willingness. Lepers were

social/spiritual outcasts, shunned by the wider society.
Faced with the leper, Jesus’ immediate reaction is
indignation. Some debate has been had as to the object
of Jesus’ anger: the leper, society, the status of the man.
The most likely option within the context is the status of
the man. More than likely, Jesus is angered because of the
social/spiritual weight the physical disease has brought
upon this man; that is, Jesus is angered by the presence of
brokenness in the world, a brokenness he came to rectify
(Luke 4.18-19). Jesus states he is willing to heal the man
and pronounces him clean, healing his body. However,
the man’s greatest need lay beyond his physical healing.
The man’s status as a social/spiritual outcast also needed
to be addressed. Jesus’ touching of the leper effectively
restores the man to worth, value, and community, though
only to Jesus’ growing community. However, Jesus wishes
to restore the man fully, so he tells him to be quiet until
he has followed the prescriptions of the Mosaic Law for
reintroduction to the larger Jewish society.
Things run afoul when this former outcast begins to
proclaim what Jesus has done in healing him, physically
and socially. The result is devastating to Jesus’ ministry.
Jesus has acted beyond the approved scope of a teacher.
He has acted like a prophet in healing the man physically.
He has acted like a priest in healing the man socially. He
has acted outside the lines of purity by touching the leper.
Jesus himself is now viewed as one who is contaminated,
unclean. The result is Jesus can no longer openly enter
the towns which have heard of his actions. He has broken
the “rules,” and has himself become an outcast. However,
Mark seems to make the point that Jesus has not in fact
become contaminated by his contact with the leper, but
rather the leper has become clean through his contact
with Jesus.

Mark 2.13-17: Cleansing Presence
Jesus’ ministry continues, but Jesus continues to break
prescribed tradition and religious rules, defying the
expectations of the religious authorities (Mark 2.1-27).
One such episode occurs within the calling of Levi. Some
mystery surrounds the identity of Levi, though Church
tradition identifies him with Matthew (Matthew 9.9-13),
which is certainly possible and likely because of the early
nature of this tradition.
Jesus continues to expand his ministry, this time along
the Sea of Galilee. By this time, the gossip network is in
full swing with large crowds being drawn to Jesus. As
Jesus ministers in this area, he encounters a low-level
tax collector sitting in his tax booth. Taxes in the Roman
Empire were farmed out to the highest bidder who then
would employ locals to collect the agreed upon amount
of taxes. Because tax collectors were locals, they were
viewed as traitors to their people. Many were corrupt,
using their position to collect the appropriate taxes and
more! The Babylonian Talmud identifies tax collectors

with murderers and robbers (Babha Qamma 113a);
thus tax collectors were something of social outcasts.
Jesus calls to Levi, inviting him to follow him. This
invitation is an invitation to discipleship, but it does
not necessarily involve an invitation to leave tax
collecting. If Levi runs the tax booth, he would have
employed others so that his leaving would not have
involved his leaving the tax collecting business.
Further, we see that others who received Jesus’
invitation to discipleship did not immediately leave
their business of livelihood (Luke 5.1-11; John 21.13). When this is understood, Jesus’ invitation to
follow is an invitation to experience his presence, an
invitation which Levi readily accepts.
The experience of Jesus’ presence somehow leads
Levi to invite others to experience Jesus’ presence.
He hosts a dinner, inviting others who are within his
social group (tax collectors) and those who also have
the experience of being social outcasts (sinners).
That Jesus accepted Levi’s invitation demonstrates he
was desirous to have others experience his presence.
However, the religious elites did not find Jesus’ actions
to be acceptable. By eating with these outcasts, Jesus
crossed purity lines associated with dining which, in
their mind, corrupted Jesus and made him a social
outcast equal to the tax collectors and sinners. This
behavior baffled them, leading to them questioning
Jesus’ disciples. Jesus overhears these questions
and answers with a parable. The sick rather than
the righteous (spiritually well) need a doctor. Jesus’
point is two-fold. First, he agrees with the Pharisees.
The tax collectors and sinners are spiritually sick.
They truly are outcasts, for good reasons. However,
Jesus notes that he does not become defiled by their
presence but he is present among them so that they
might become clean (righteous).

Real life with Blake:

God is holy. This is perhaps one of the first truths I
learned about who God is, probably dating back to my
preschool years. I learned God is loving. God is creator.
God is savior. And, God is holy. As I grew up, I grew in
my understanding of holiness. Holiness meant God
was not like me. Holiness meant God was better than
me in every respect: cleaner, more upright, smarter,
bigger, etc. I was and am still fine with all of this, but
there was an aspect of God’s holiness which always
bothered me. Holiness meant God was separate from
me. In other words, God was so clean he could not
have anything to do with someone dirty like me. It
sounds great. It certainly elevates God’s holiness to
an incredible height, but this thought thrust me to
an incredible depth. You see, if God is so holy that
he cannot have anything to do with me, then I am
left alone and God has nothing to offer me, not

even himself. At best, I am left alone with the task
of somehow approaching God. But how does one
approach a holy God? You do it by being holy, just like
God is holy. There is only one problem with that. How
holy is good enough? The answer? Perfect holiness.
But, perfect holiness is impossible. Therefore, God’s
great holiness effectively isolates me from him,
robbing me of hope, simply because he is so holy
he cannot be with someone like me. I am coming
to understand that this is a rather reduced view of
holiness. Only a small God could allow someone
like me to destroy his holiness. A big God is so holy
that my unholiness is burned away in the presence
of his brilliant holiness. I am coming to understand
that God in his holiness does not flee from me, but
he pursues me so that I too might become holy in his
presence. Rather than leaving me alone and without
hope, God’s holiness grants me the assurance that
God truly is for me and with me, and because of that,
I too am being made holy.

Real life with you:

God is holy, but what does that mean, really? Often
we hear God’s holiness described as him being
something completely other or separate, and this is
correct. But, we assume that God’s holy nature means
that he is completely other or separate from us; that
is, God has nothing or can have nothing to do with us.
You see, we are not holy and a holy God cannot stand
in the presence of an unholy people. That means God
can’t be with us, unless we are holy that is. So we do
our best to become holy. We begin the impossible
process of cleaning ourselves up enough to be with
God, and we just about kill ourselves in the process:
physically, emotionally, spiritually, you name it. In
the end, it is pointless, not because it is impossible
but because it is unnecessary. It is simply not true
that God is so holy that he cannot be in the presence
of unholiness. God is so holy that nothing can remain
unholy in his presence. Our unholiness doesn’t
bother God. His holiness transforms us. His holiness
draws him near to us so that we might experience his
presence, a presence which cleanses us. This week,
I encourage you to consider areas of your life which
are broken or marred, those “unholy” areas. Consider
inviting God into those areas, to show you his glory
in those areas. Don’t worry about cleaning up first.
Invite him into those areas so that he might clean you
up, purifying you with his holy presence.
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