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Which Leper Am I? 

1. The distracted, preoccupied one? 

2. The unimpressed one with a sense of entitlement? 

3. The thankful one who pleased Jesus? 
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 Now on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus traveled along the border between Samaria 

and Galilee. As he was going into a village, ten men who had leprosy met him. They 

stood at a distance and called out in a loud voice, “Jesus, Master, have pity on us!” 

 When he saw them, he said, “Go, show yourselves to the priests” And as they 

went, they were cleansed. 

 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. 

 Jesus asked, “Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine? Was no one 

found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?" (NIV84) 

 

 If you're like me, you have found this story to be completely baffling over the 

years. As you've heard it read, you've echoed Jesus' words of amazed disappointment: 

"Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine?" What on earth could have made 

these men so terribly ungrateful? Why, this evening we are offering heartfelt prayers and 

song to our God, and we haven't even been healed from a dreadful, incurable disease. 

Seeing ourselves in the one leper, the other nine absolutely stun us. 

 But this evening let's ask ourselves the question, "Which leper am I?"  

 

1. The distracted, preoccupied one? 

 The ten men who met Jesus were lepers. Leprosy was an absolutely dreaded 

disease. One of the reasons it was feared so much is because of the physical effects. Hair 

would fall out, parts of the face were eaten away, and eventually the joints and bones 

were dissolved.  

 Another reason that leprosy was so feared was because of the social effects. 

People with leprosy were required by law to stay outside of cities. When others came 

near, they had to warn them by shouting the word "unclean" so that the approaching 

person wouldn't accidentally get close to them. They had to live away from others, 

members of their family setting out food at certain spots. These ten lepers weren't 

together, then, so much because they were good friends as they were together simply 

because they were the only humans with whom they could associate. 

 Apparently these men had heard of the things Jesus was doing. Someone must 

have told them of Jesus' miracles of healing. Perhaps that is even the reason why they and 

Jesus crossed paths that day. They might have intentionally found Jesus so that he might 

heal them.  

 It would appear from their cry to Jesus that they truly believed that he could heal 

them. When Jesus does not instantly heal them, but instead tells them to go show 

themselves to the priests, they go--apparently trusting that Jesus will somehow heal them 

along the way. 



 As the lepers went to go show themselves to the priests (for Old Testament law 

required that a priest examine the man and declare him healed and fit to rejoin society)--

as the lepers went to show themselves to the priests, they were healed. What a wonderful 

blessing! How far they had come--from social death and a slowly approaching physical 

death--to a social resurrection and a body full of life. Talk about a rags to riches story! 

 And then comes the shocking part of the story. After Jesus had done this great 

thing for them, after Jesus had given them the gift of health--and really, a new life--only 

one of them returned.  

 Why? What could possibly be the reason for such unthankfulness? 

 The story doesn't say, but we can guess at some of the reasons. Let's put ourselves 

in the shoes of one of those lepers. As he continued thanklessly onward, he might simply 

have been too preoccupied with enjoying his new blessing. His mind was filled with 

thoughts of all the things he was finally going to be able to do--hug his family, get a job, 

get busy living instead of being busy dying. He was going to make up for lost time! 

 And don't we understand that sentiment! If you've ever been at a Christmas 

gathering with children, you've seen this firsthand. The kid rips open the present, squeals 

with delight, and then immediately runs off to an open space in the house to begin 

playing with the toy--not even pausing to say thank you. After all, 6 long years he's 

suffered life without that toy, and now he has to make up for lost time. 

 Now we understand that leper a little better, don't we?  

 But didn't he see the one heading back to thank Jesus? Perhaps. But he might have 

told himself, "I'm already some distance down the road from Jesus. To go back and look 

for him and find him--maybe--is going to take valuable time. I've got to hurry up and 

show myself to the priests and start living again. I can hardly afford to lose time. After 

all, I have to make up for lost time. You know, I'll probably run into Jesus again later on. 

I'll thank him then when life has calmed down a little and I have more time." 

 Sadly, isn't that often you and me--ripping the paper off our blessings from God 

and running off to use them? What happens to our church attendance when God blesses 

us by allowing us to go away on a vacation? Does our desire to enjoy that blessing to the 

fullest lead us to take time away from thanking God in prayer and praise? After all, there 

are beaches on which to lounge, golf courses on which to relax, and roller coasters on 

which to scream with delight. There will be time for the rest later. We're making up for 

lost time.  

 What happens when we get that present we wanted for Christmas, when we 

finally get a date with that cool guy or girl, when we get that promotion at work—in other 

words, when life goes the way we had hoped it would? We run off to show the priests--

or, in our case, our neighbors, our family, our friends--and we don't have time to stop and 

thank Jesus for his blessings. There are too many other things to do right now.  

 It's at times like this that Jesus is as disappointed with us as a parent is with their 

child when they fail to thank Grandma for the awesome gift they've just received. It's at 

times like this that Jesus asks those sorrowful, disappointed words about us, "Where are 

they? Why were they not found to return thanks? Have I not answered their prayers? 

Haven't I given them blessings beyond belief?" 

 May God grant that we are less sinfully distracted by, less preoccupied with, and 

more thankful for our earthly blessings in the future. 

 



2. The unimpressed one with a sense of entitlement 
 Let's put ourselves into the shoes of a second leper. There was another, darker 

reason that this leper didn't return to thank Jesus. As he went, the thought crossed his 

mind that he had been the recipient of something pretty special. But then Satan caused 

another thought to cross his mind--that actually it might not have been all that special at 

all. After all, he looked around and saw 9 other lepers who had been healed, too. Then he 

thought about all the healings Jesus was reported to have done, and he realized that he 

was just the latest in a long line of healings that Jesus had performed.  

 Still, the thought crossed his mind that it was still pretty nice of Jesus to do this 

for him. But then Satan caused another thought to cross his mind. "How nice was it 

really? What had it really cost him? All Jesus did was say a few words. What was the big 

deal? After all, wasn't it me who sought out Jesus--and not the other way around?" 

 "In fact, wasn't it really about time God stepped in? Wasn't it far past the time 

that I could have reasonably expected God to step in? After all, I lost some of the best 

years of my life with this disease--years that aren't coming back." 

 And we say, "How horrible. How short-sighted." Indeed! 

 And yet how often we do the same thing--fail to thank God for his gifts because 

of their seeming unimpressive ordinariness. He has given us health, prosperity, family, 

friends, peace, education--and the list goes on and on. But because we share those gifts 

with so many and because these gifts are so constant, they seem to be ordinary and 

common. After all, the psalmwriter said, "You open your hand and satisfy the desires of 

every living thing." (Psalm 145:15) Jesus said that God made the sun to shine and the rain 

to fall on the righteous and the unrighteous alike. (Matthew 5:45) So what's the big deal? 

 And occasionally the Devil even convinces us that God is lazy or late in handing 

out his blessings. When we finally get over that 6-week nagging cold, when our child 

finally becomes potty trained, when our net worth is finally in the black and not in the 

red, the devil tempts us to treat God as someone who is late in paying his bills. You don't 

thank your friend for paying you the money he owes you, and you especially aren't 

particularly grateful when he finally pays it to you after months of hounding and 

inconvenience on your part. 

 How horrible. How incredibly, foolishly short-sighted. 

 First, there are indeed billions of other people in this world who have similar 

blessings. But rather than allow that to diminish our appreciation of those blessings, 

shouldn't we treat it as all the more evidence of his greatness? As Psalm 107 says, 

"…Give thanks to the Lord for his unfailing love and his wonderful deeds for men." 

(Psalm 107:8) 

 And secondly, when we start asking why God has been so slow in giving what us 

what we thought we had coming, we are straying into dangerous territory. Because the 

last thing we ought to desire is that we get what we have coming to us. When we consider 

that we have been guilty of shallow--and even at times non-existent--thankfulness, and 

when we pile all the guilt from our other sins on top of that, we realize that not only do 

we not deserve our getaway weekends, our families, our jobs, our health, but we don't 

even deserve to live. Instead, we deserve to have God withdraw his gracious hand from 

us forever and punish us for our sins forever in Hell. If we are the unimpressed leper with 

a sense of entitlement, on Judgment Day we will indeed receive that to which we are 

entitled—eternal death in Hell. 



3. The thankful one who pleased Jesus? 
 And yet God has granted us the tremendous blessing of forgiveness through the 

blood of Jesus. Now that truly was a gift that cost God something! As we confess in the 

explanation to the Second Article, Jesus did this "not with gold or silver, but with his 

holy precious blood, and with his innocent suffering and death." Through this costly 

sacrifice we have the blessing of heaven! 

 And every time we open his Word we are granted the blessing of forgiveness. 

Every time we approach his table in Holy Communion we are told, "Son, daughter, your 

sins are forgiven." Every time we see this baptismal font we are reminded of how God 

saw us, had pity on us, and washed our sins away through Holy Baptism, bringing us into 

his family. 

 We confess in our hymnal's order of Morning Devotion, "God, our Father, each 

day is a gift of your grace. Your mercies are new every morning. Better than life is your 

love. Put joy in our hearts and praise on our lips."  

 May God grant that we never give in to the temptation to view God's forgiveness 

and God's promises as nothing special, as something ordinary. May God grant that the 

constancy and the faithfulness of his promises never cause us to take them for granted. 

May God grant that, in spite of Satan's temptations, we would be like the leper who 

returned to give thanks, praising God in a loud voice. May God grant that his mercies 

always put true joy in our hearts and praise on our lips. Because Jesus certainly deserves 

it. 

 But there's one more thing that's probably worth mentioning about our giving of 

thanks. And that's this: We have an even greater motivation than that for giving thanks. 

We have a better motivation than simply because we owe it to God, a better motivation 

than simply because Jesus deserves it. 

 You see, when we give thanks to God, it pleases him. In the Old Testament, when 

the Israelites prayed to God, the smoke rising from the altar of incense symbolized the 

prayers of the people rising as a sweet smell to God. Over and over God emphasized to 

the Israelites that what he really desired from them was heartfelt worship. And what is 

worship but a giving of thanks?  

 Martin Luther said that "Praising God and being thankful is the highest form of 

worship both here on earth and there in eternity...(This is) the proper sacrifice that pleases 

God the most; for we cannot perform any greater or better work for God, nor can we 

render Him a nobler service than thanking Him." 

 Yes, Jesus was certainly disappointed by the nine lepers who did not give thanks, 

and we who have been even more blessed—having been cleansed from our spiritual 

leprosy—will certainly want to avoid the traps into which they fell. But let’s not lose 

sight of this in the text: Jesus was also pleased with the praise and the thanks of the one 

leper who did return. And isn't that what we really desire to accomplish in our 

thanksgiving—to please God?  

 In fact, that's the only thing that any of us can do for God—because he has done 

everything else for us. Fellow givers of thanks, tomorrow you will no doubt turn to God 

in thankful prayer before starting in on the turkey. Return to give thanks over and over in 

the coming weeks and for the rest of your lives. Yes, fill the air around you with the 

sound of praise to your Almighty Creator and Provider. And fill your life with acts of 

thanks to your All-Gracious, All-Forgiving Savior. Amen. 


