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Luke 17:11-19

My dad, a psychological therapist, commented once that his workload had never been fuller than
in 2020. All kinds of mental health crises were rampant during this time, often because of the
Covid-19 isolation- being cut-off from in-person contact with others. Well, imagine an illness
that puts you in quarantine not for a few weeks, but for the rest of your life. No, you couldn’t be
home. This disease made it so you had to leave home and live outside of the city. This disease is
called “leprosy.” It’s probably not modern-day leprosy, or “Hansen’s disease” as we know it
today. When the Old and New Testament refers to “leprosy,” it’s referring to a number of
generic, devastating, slowly-spreading, life-ending skin diseases that would eat away at
someone’s body until their organs shut down. For the sake of brevity, we call it “leprosy.”
Leprosy was a death sentence. Not only would one experience physical death, but social,
familial, and spiritual death. A leper would never be able to kiss his wife, hug his children, see
his daughter get married or his grandchildren be born, or laugh with his friends. A leper wouldn’t
be allowed inside the city limits. It was assumed by many that if someone was struck with
leprosy, they must have done something wretched to deserve it- why would God strike someone
with something so horrible? Lepers had no friends except each other- and Jesus. Jesus had no
problem being approached by lepers. He had no problem talking to them. In fact, he even healed
them. That’s the theme of today: Jesus: The Friend of Lepers. And in this powerful, famous
account, we are going to see, 1. The Cleansing of the Spots, 2. The Cleansing of zhe Spot, and
3. The Song of the Cleansed.

1. The Cleansing of the Spots. Luke specifically mentions that Jesus is traveling on the border
of Galilee and Samaria. The way that Israel was split up at this time was Judea in the south-
that’s where Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Jericho were- Galilee was up north, with places like
Nazareth and Capernaum and the Sea of Galilee- that’s where Jesus and likely most of his
disciples grew up. And in the middle of these two mostly Jewish territories was Samaria.
Samaria, historically, was a part of Old Testament Israel, but in the 8th Century BC, the Assyrian
Empire came and destroyed northern Israel, and brought in some other ethnic groups into that
area who mixed in with the remaining Israelites. Along with the incoming groups of people also
came different gods that were worshipped in this time. However, these people, called
“Samaritans” were also actively worshiping the true God as well. In fact, they even built a
temple to the true God and had a copy of the first five books of Moses. Many of them were
followers of God, although many of them also were not. They were sort of distant cousins of the
Jews. And the Jews hated them. They hated the Samaritans more than any other group. Some
taught that it was a sin to convert, or even speak to a Samaritan. Many believed that the
Samaritans wouldn’t be present when God came back to raise the dead. Most Jews from Galilee,
when traveling to Jerusalem down south to worship in the temple, would take the long way
around- go all the way east to the Jordan River so they wouldn’t have to walk through the nasty
cesspool that was Samaria- they were unclean. But Jesus doesn’t mind talking to unclean people.



These lepers, nine of them Jewish, one of them a Samaritan, know Jesus. How could they not?
He had done miracles and taught unlike any before him! They don’t go near him. They know
they can’t do that. So they cry out in desperation, knowing that he could heal them if they
wanted- a loud voice- desperate voices of fathers and husbands who miss their families.
“Master!”- a term normally used by Jesus’ disciples- they consider him an authority. “Have
mercy on us.” And Jesus doesn’t do what they likely expected. He doesn’t heal them right away.
Instead he says, “Go show yourselves to the priest.” That’s in Jerusalem- to walk there would be
like walking from here to Fond Du Lac. Why go to the priest? In the Law of Moses, a person
with leprosy would be quarantined until they die, but they were somehow miraculously healed,
they could go to the priest, and the priest would inspect them and declare them clean, they could
offer a sacrifice in the temple, and they would be clean and enter back into society. And Jesus
says, “You’re not clean yet, but go.” They would have to trust him. And they did! As they went,
they were cleansed and their lives were saved and clearly, the one who they asked for mercy
gave them mercy and was clearly very powerful! They are all healed! But only one is saved.

2. The Cleansing of the Spot. In Shakespeare’s Macbeth, there’s a line from Lady Macbeth after
she conspired with her husband to murder one of their political rivals. In her sleep she says,
“Out, out, damned spots,” even though her hands are physically clean. She’s guilty. No matter
how hard she tries, she can’t wash off the guilt. There’s a similar principle that God vividly
teaches in the Old Testament- clean and unclean- no spots allowed. In the Law of Moses, God
clearly teaches that in order to be in his presence, one must be clean. Eating the wrong animals,
touching a dead body, or having a skin disease like leprosy would make someone unclean-
unable to worship God in the temple, and in order to become clean, a sacrifice was needed-
blood needed to be shed so that person could be cleansed. But already in the Old Testament, we
see that these rules about ceremonial cleanliness were really God’s way of teaching about sin.
Isaiah proclaimed, “We all have become unclean because of our sin!” Jesus himself affirms this-
it’s not what is outside of your body that makes one unclean, but the filth in the heart- the sin- the
lust, the anger, the envy, the jealousy, the slander, the selfishness- that is what makes one truly
unclean and therefore, we all are! And no one understood that better than the Samaritan leper.

The Samaritan was the outcast of all the outcasts- sure- everyone in the leper colony were
outsiders, but he was the outsider among them. At least they were Jewish, he was a dirty
Samaritan. And that’s not just a racist idea, there was some Old Testament truth behind it! God’s
chosen people were the Jews, and only they could enter the inner courts of God’s temple.
Members of other ethnic groups could worship God on the outer court, but they were still dirty.
This man understood how sinful, how dirty he truly was, dirty in the heart, sinful, guilty, and
even though the spots had been cleansed from his body, he knew that he still needed the one dark
spot cleansed from his Soul. There’s a reason he bowed at Jesus’ feet. He knew who he was. He
knew that he was God almighty- the unapproachable God whose presence was deadly to anyone
unclean, and approached him and praised him- but keeps his eyes on the ground. And Jesus says



something shocking to him- “Your faith has saved you.” The NIV says, “made you well,” but the
Greek says, “Saved you.” Do you understand how radical this statement is from Jesus? He didn’t
need to offer a sacrifice at the temple in order to be clean before God. Because Jesus would be
that ultimate sacrifice, whose blood would make even him completely clean. He didn’t need to
go to the priest, Jesus is the ultimate priest who declares sinners forgiven and clean. He didn’t
need to go to the temple in order to be in God’s presence, because Jesus was the ultimate temple-
God dwelling among his people. Therefore, this man, dirty and sinful as he was, was saved
through faith- faith in Jesus as his God, his temple, his sacrifice, his priest, his everything. And
the same is true for us. You are clean. The spot you’re trying to hide is gone. Your guilt is gone.
Everything you’re ashamed of, everything that haunts you, the spots in your hands you’re trying
to wash out- their gone. You’re clean. Your faith in the Sacrifice- that’s what saves you. Go in
peace. Go in joy. And sing the song of the cleansed.

3. The Song of the Cleansed. Notice what Jesus says- this man was saved through faith in Jesus,
not through his thankfulness. Thankfulness was the fruit of his faith, the product of his being
saved, and it was sadly, statistically rare- he was the only one out of the ten to do it. And sadly,
it’s still rare today- even among people who know Jesus. I watch TV, and I’'m assuming most of
you do as well. What is the modern American opinion of Christians? I’m assuming it’s not great.
One example is the hit comedy show, Parks and Recreation. In that show, Christians tend to only
show up when they want to complain about something they don’t like. Is that fair? Is there any
truth in the critique that says, “Christians only show up to complain about the things they don’t
like in the government, culture, or church?” Yes. We American Christians do a lot of
complaining.

When’s the last time you thanked God for your government? We complain a lot, but I don’t hear
a lot of thanks being offered. At any moment, you can call 911 and have men paid by the
government to risk their lives for you. Sure, there’s issues with our government, but the fact that
we can sit here and complain about it and worship God in public means we have it better than the
majority of Christians both modern and throughout history. Let’s give thanks.

When'’s the last time you thanked God for your spouse or children? No, he or she isn’t perfect,
but there’s a lot of Christians who miss their spouse, can’t find one, or are desperately asking
God for children. When’s the last time you thanked God for your church or your pastor? Sure,
you likely have plenty to complain about- especially about your pastor. But there are Lutherans
in this country who drive over 3 hours every week to go to a biblically faithful Lutheran church,
and they’re happy to do it. And there are many, many churches who haven’t had a pastor in years
and are still trying to call. And shame on me if I ever complain about this ministry or this church-
who am I that I get to serve in this glorious ministry and preach the word- what business do I,
the most spotted sinner I know, have giving you the precious truths of the Gospel? When’s the
last time you thanked God for your food, running, clean water, clothes, a functioning car, money,



home, your very life? Does God owe you any of those? I’'m not trying to shame you. I’m trying
to show you that we have so, so, so much to be thankful for.

A great example is Martin Luther. Whatever issue you have in life, Martin Luther likely had it
worse. You think your government is bad? Luther’s government was actively looking for ways to
kill him, and burnt those who preached the Gospel alive. You think the state of Christianity today
is bad? Luther dealt with men selling salvation to people for money, priests who didn’t even
know the Lord’s prayer, and all kinds of problems in the church. You think your health is bad?
Luther had ulcers, heart disease, vertigo, fainting fits, constipation, bleeding hemorrhoids, kidney
stones, and cataract in one eye. You think your job is stressful? Luther was a full time college
professor and preached three sermons per week. Grief? Luther’s daughter Elizabeth died in his
arms at twelve years old, among other devastating losses. And do you know how his daily prayer
always began? “I thank you, my Heavenly Father, through Jesus Christ your dear Son, that you

)

have graciously kept me this day/night from all harm and danger.’

Christians have more to be thankful about than anyone. Look at how God has blessed us! Look at
how he’s saved all of us- all by Jesus blood! The fact that we don’t have to wonder what happens
when we die, that we are going to see our loved ones in glory, that guilt and shame have no
power over us- who else can say that and mean it? We are richer, more privileged, more
protected, more precious than we could ever imagine! Give thanks to the Lord for he is good, for
his mercy endures forever. Amen.



