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Proper 23, Year C

Luke 17:11-19
Returning Thanks
Many Christian people begin their mealtimes by asking for Christ’s blessing on the meal and for his presence with them.  A lesser number of people ‘return thanks’; that is, they offer a prayer of thanksgiving at the end of the meal as well.  Those who do return thanks recognize that a valuable spiritual principle is reinforced in the practice of returning thanks.  We are concerned not just that God blesses us with our material needs, but that we also have an ongoing relationship with the Giver.  The prayer many people use to return thanks after a meal acknowledges that God is good and that his love endures forever.

Today we heard the well know miracle of Jesus where he healed ten men of their leprosy and only one returned to give thanks.  On the surface, this Bible story may teach us about the necessity to remember to be thankful.  It should, however, teach us another valuable spiritual lesson: there is much more to be gained from a relationship with Jesus Christ than physical or material blessings.  This story compares the spiritual blessings of nine lepers who were healed with the spiritual blessings of one who was healed and returned to give thanks.

When Jesus came across these ten men while he and his disciples walked along the border between Samaria and Galilee, he was aware that the ten lepers all shared the same predicament.  The ten lepers were united by their illness. Their disease had made them social outcasts, separated from family and friends for the term of their natural life and forced to live in colonies away from other people. 

A letter sent out by The Leprosy Mission describes the life of a leper in modern-day India: “Nagammal is a young, 32 year old woman who has been living without hope for 17 years.  She was abandoned by her husband - because she had leprosy. Like Nagammal, many lepers feel hopeless because they face the threat of rejection due to the stigma of leprosy.  They are denied basic human rights. They’re thrown off public transport and off their own land.  They’re often sacked from their jobs and their children prevented from going to school.  People with leprosy are abandoned and forgotten.” Not much has changed since Jesus day, has it?

Though some of the ten lepers whom Jesus encountered were Jews and some were Samaritans, their common illness, the stigma and the isolation it brought upon them had united them. As they were united by their illness, so the ten lepers were united in their cry for mercy.  When they heard that Jesus the healer was passing by all ten of them stood at a distance and called out in a loud voice, ‘Jesus, Master, have pity on us!’ (13).   The action of all ten lepers, up to this point, was commendable.  Jesus always had compassion on people who were in need just as God wants us to come to him in our time of need.  It often happens in our day too, that when there is a major crisis there is a rise in church attendance.  People want to cry out to God in their time of need. God wants them to call out to him.  It doesn’t matter what our need is, or from what distance we call out, a cry for mercy is an expression of confidence in God.

The ten lepers were also united by the promise that Jesus gave them. When he saw them, he said, ‘Go, show yourselves to the priests (14).  They all heard that promise.  Under Jewish law, if a person believed he was healed of leprosy, or that his disease had been falsely diagnosed, it was the priest who had the right to proclaim him ‘clean’ again.  With these words, Jesus was telling the ten lepers that they would all be healed by the time they reached the priest.  All ten of them heard that promise.

The ten lepers were united in their response to Jesus’ promise.  All ten agreed to take ‘the walk of faith’.  They immediately went on their way.  That was good too.  God wants us all to take him at his Word, to trust his promises and act on them.  

The ten lepers were also united in the outcome of their faith.  Luke says: and as they went they were cleansed (14). As the ten were going on their way and noticed they were healed, their steps toward the temple hastened.  Their hearts beat with excitement at the prospect of being declared clean by the priest and reunited with family, friends and the comforts of home.  

But something more was born in the heart of one of them - something that led him to look for more than physical healing; something that made him want to worship the healer.  Luke writes: One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice.  He threw himself at Jesus feet and thanked him – and he was a Samaritan (15, 16).  

Of the ten lepers who were healed, only this one man returned to give thanks to Jesus.  This one man, a Samaritan, who by virtue of both his race and religion was considered outside the kingdom of God, had an amazing response to Jesus’ miracle.  He not only returned to give thanks; he also recognized Jesus as God and worshipped him.  Of the ten who were healed, only he showed the signs of a living relationship with God through Jesus.  He returned thanks. He thanked the Lord who is good and whose mercy endures forever.

Jesus’ response shows that it caused him agony to think that the other nine, among whom were members of his own chosen people, had sought only the healing and not the relationship with the healer that is expressed in genuine praise and worship.

How often haven’t we been quick to ask for and receive God’s mercy without ‘returning thanks’ – of accepting the gift without honouring the giver, of accepting the healing without honouring the healer, of welcoming the comfort without honouring the comforter?  Besides a faith that asks for God’s mercy, his help and his gifts, Jesus also calls for a faith that seeks to know and worship the Giver himself.

Why?  Because it is only by our relationship with God through Jesus that we receive complete wholeness or healing.  Jesus cares about both our physical and spiritual wellbeing.  He doesn’t want a kind of faith that simply seeks his physical blessings; he wants a kind of faith that leads to a personal knowledge of the Saviour and to eternal salvation.

Jesus’ final words to the thankful Samaritan, Rise and go; your faith has made you well (v.19), can also be translated; your faith has saved you.  As far as Jesus is concerned, a faith that trusts God for physical and material blessings is only complete when it is a faith that also saves us.  Our faith must draw us to know and worship God.  It must reconcile us to himself through the greatest healing of all, the forgiveness of sins that Christ obtained for us on the cross.

That is the ultimate gift, which Jesus has come to give all people.  You and I received that gift when the Holy Spirit moved our hearts to cry out to him for mercy, for rescue from the disease that unites us all – the disease of sin.  That gift is ours when we trust his promise that he has paid for our sins by his death on the cross.  As we go our way, we can know that we are cleansed.  We are declared ‘healed of our sin’ by our loving Saviour.  

May our lives show an attitude of ‘returning thanks.’  Let us seek not only the gifts but also the Giver; not only the healing but also the Healer.  Let us, with thankful hearts, seek a relationship with him and worship him with all we’ve got.  Let us seek to receive, not only his material blessings, but also his reassuring promise; “your faith has saved you, go in peace.”  Amen.

And may the peace of God, which surpasses all human understanding, guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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