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Sermon for 2
nd

 Midweek 
Service in Lent 

 

 

 

Alone in a Crowd 

Last week gave a brief explanation of our theme for this year 
and how it would progress. The first and the last weeks—
Ash Wednesday and, at the other end of the series, as 
prologue to Holy Week—we would hear and experience 

Text: Luke 5:12-16 
12 While Jesus was in one of 
the towns, a man came along 
who was covered with leprosy. 
When he saw Jesus, he fell 
with his face to the ground and 
begged him, “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!” And immediately the 
leprosy left him. Then Jesus 
ordered him, “Don’t tell 
anyone, but go, show yourself 
to the priest and offer the 
sacrifices that Moses 
commanded for your 
cleansing, as a testimony to 
them.” Yet the news about him 
spread all the more, so that 
crowds of people came to hear 
him and to be healed of their 
sicknesses.  But Jesus often 
withdrew to lonely places and 
prayed.      
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actual prayers of our Lord, in the Garden of Gethsemane 
and then from the cross. These middle four weeks the 
readings say only that Jesus was found in prayer, and so we 
can use our imaginations and ask, “For what or whom, in this 
setting, did Jesus pray?” In today’s text, 

JESUS PRAYED AFTER FINDING HIMSELF ALONE IN A 
CROWD. 

 If you could heal people—I mean, really and legitimately 
heal people, not through the hype of a faith healer like Benny 
Hinn nor through the marvels of medicine but through a word 
or gesture—with that you would have tremendous power and 
popularity. 

So it was with Jesus. The crowds loved him. This was more 
than they had envisioned in a Messiah; more than a mighty 
warrior, a charismatic king, a mighty deliverer from 
oppression—this Messiah could also heal infirmities and 
illnesses! The masses became multitudes, all wanting to be 
part of the miracles about which they’d heard. 

At this moment, Jesus had just healed a leper. I doubt most 
of the crowd had seen Jesus reach out and touch the man, 
regarded as unclean and therefore isolated from the rest of 
society. It didn’t matter how he did his miracles, only that he 
did them—to as many people as had need. 

“But now even more the report about him went abroad, 
and great crowds gathered to hear him and to be healed 
of their infirmities” (v 15). 

As the crowds grew, Jesus found himself more and more 
alone, alone in a crowd. Have you ever experienced that? 
Where you’re in a gathering and people seem to know one 
another and talk and laugh and you know not a soul nor 



 3 

does anybody come to talk to you? (Some people say that to 
be alone in a crowd happens in church all too often.) Or, 
you’re totally and utterly out of sync with everyone else on 
an issue or moral dilemma (teenagers who want to be part of 
the “group,” even if the group is misbehaving badly know 
what that means). 

And so Jesus, alone in a crowd, did what he needed to do: 
“Great crowds gathered to hear him and to be healed of their 
infirmities. But he would withdraw to desolate places and 
pray” (15b–16). 

“Withdraw to desolate places [to] pray.” Why? To be in 
fellowship with the Father, who knew him and loved him. To 
gain strength for the trials and challenges ahead. The 
demands on his sympathy and compassion were beyond 
belief, not to mention the physical exertion that befell him. 

What do you do when you’re running on empty, when you’re 
completely exhausted, not so much physically but mentally 
or even spiritually? Take a nap, ride a bike, watch TV? Jesus 
prayed.  

Jesus slipped away to pray alone in “desolate places.” The 
old RSV says “wilderness,” but a lexicon for the original 
Greek word says, first of all, that means “a place that is 
abandoned, empty, deserted.” It was anything but tranquil or 
pleasing to the eye or refreshing in and of itself. That 
definition would fit the urban core, where there are burned 
out buildings and empty streets, or a suburban home where 
love and laughter are no more. 

Second, that lexicon refers not only to desolate places but to 
desolate people—the unloved and unlovely, the leper, the 
ones who can’t be consoled, the ones ridden with guilt. 
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That’s what and for whom Jesus prayed. He prayed for the 
crowds, that they would hunger and thirst for things spiritual 
as well as things physical, that they would see him as 
Savior, not miracle worker, that they would yearn for a deep 
and abiding faith in him as Lord of their lives. 

One thing for sure: our Lord didn’t retreat for himself, for his 
own sake, but to be reminded still again of his mission on 
this earth—to reach out to the hurting, the helpless, hapless, 
hopeless, the ones living in the desolation of their lives or 
circumstances, “like sheep without a shepherd” (Mt 9:36). 

It’s not at all coincidental that in this same chapter of Luke 
Jesus eats with Levi, a tax collector, and when the Pharisees 
grumble and complain about him eating with tax collectors 
and sinners, Jesus replied, “Those who are well have no 
need of a physician, but those who are sick. I have not come 
to call the righteous but sinners to repentance” (5:31–32). 

Alone in a crowd. That sounds like the courtyard, then the 
courtroom, and then the cross, where Jesus was in the midst 
of accusers, betrayers, religious frauds, Pilate, Herod, and 
the bloodthirsty mob of henchmen. He stood alone, steadfast 
and strong, knowing that his mission on this earth would 
soon be completed. He had healed the sick, given hope to 
the disconsolate, shared his love with those who felt 
abandoned, empty, deserted. He had forgiven the penitent 
and shed tears for the impenitent. And for all, he provided 
the willing sacrifice of his own body as payment for the sins 
of the world. That was his Father’s will, and he was in 
fellowship with the Father, in spirit, in purpose, in prayer. 

When you ponder this message, the cross was the most 
desolate place of all. Such love! Such power! Such healing! 
Such sacrifice! Such victory! No wonder that the invitation is 
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ours: 

Come to Calvary’s holy mountain,        
Sinners, ruined by the fall;       
Here a pure and healing fountain           
Flows for you, for me, for all,            
In a full, perpetual tide,          
Opened when our Savior died.           
Come in poverty and meanness, 

Come defiled, without, within;             
From infection and uncleanness,            
From the leprosy of sin,             
Wash your robes and make them white;        
Ye shall walk with God in light.   

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

 


