Jesus heals the ten lepers
This morning, I am going to combine World Leprosy Day with Australia Day.  Well, sort of, anyway.  Once we get there, hopefully you will see the connection.  To do this, I am going to take a passage from Luke’s Gospel and a verse from the Psalms.  If you know anything of Australia’s history, you might well know what this particular verse from the Psalms will be.  When it comes to stories in the Bible about leprosy, there are several passages to choose from.  The first recorded mention of leprosy in the Bible occurs back in Exodus, when God causes Moses’ hand to be leprous.  Fortunately for Moses, God reversed the effect of leprosy and restored his hand.  Surprisingly, the last mention of leprosy in the Bible occurs in the Gospels, when Jesus heals people.

In case you haven’t seen pictures of people suffering from leprosy, I have included a few up on the screen this morning.  These are severe cases, and we need to be clear that in biblical times, the term leprosy was the name given to a variety of diseases affecting the skin, some curable and some not.  In its worst form, it was a greatly dreaded and very dreadful disease.  It was both disfiguring and fatal and the only way the ancient world could cope with it was to isolate those suffering from it.  These lepers were not housed in nursing homes, with twenty-four/seven care.  Instead, they would be confined to the outskirts of a village, often living in some caves or other natural formations.  It was rare for towns to care enough about lepers to provide anything remotely resembling shelter for them.

Their life was hard.  Leprosy could touch anyone, regardless of whether they were male or female, married or single, rich or poor, young or old.  Just for a moment, imagine being isolated from your family, friends, livelihood and community through no fault of your own.  This is exactly what leprosy did to a person.  The one common denominator of those living in a leper colony was that they were all lepers.  It becomes a very level playing field.  Even today, there is a stigma associated with leprosy, so we now call it Hansen’s disease.  Somehow putting a person’s name to it makes it more acceptable as a disease.  Perhaps it becomes more personal.  Yet World Hansen’s Day does not have the same impact as World Leprosy Day.
I want to read to you from Luke chapter seventeen and verses eleven to nineteen.  You can follow the words on the screen.

Now on His way to Jerusalem, Jesus travelled 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?”  Then He said to him, “Rise and go; your faith has made you well.”

Jesus is on His way to Jerusalem.  He is fast approaching the end of His time on this earth.  He was well aware of what would take place in Jerusalem, and yet remarkably He displays the love and concern that were so characteristic of Him.  Jesus always put the needs of others ahead of His own, culminating in His death on the cross at Calvary.

Jesus is travelling along the border between Samaria and Galilee, when He is about to enter a village.  Evidently, the bush telegraph worked very well back then, because there are ten lepers wanting to meet Jesus.  Word of Jesus’ healing ministry spread far and wide, and these ten lepers probably saw Jesus as a last resort.  As lepers, they had no future.  They were willing to try anything and everything to be healed.

Making up the ten lepers are nine Jews and one Samaritan.  Odd that Jews and Samaritans should mix, given they did not get on well.  Although from different nationalities, leprosy was their unifying force.  No longer would people class them as Jews or Samaritans, to all intents and purposes they were now simply referred to as lepers.  Leprosy caused them to lose their identity.
It was not enough they should suffer physically from their disease; they also had to bear the mental shame of announcing their disease whenever anyone approached them.  The cry of “Unclean!  Unclean!” was a warning to healthy people to beware of lepers.  Leprosy was a highly contagious disease and no one in his or her right mind would want to contract it.  It is as Jesus enters a village that He hears the cry of the lepers.  These lepers did not approach Jesus.  Instead, they kept their distance.  Caught in a hopeless situation, the ten lepers cry out to Jesus to have pity on them.

“Jesus, Master, have pity on us!” is their cry.  These ten lepers hoped Jesus would respond in mercy.

Rather than walk up to the ten lepers and touch them or rub some spit on them or whatever, Jesus calls out an instruction.  “Go, show yourselves to the priests.”  
It may not sound like a message of healing, but in line with Moses’ teaching in the Old Testament, this was standard policy for a person who had recovered from leprosy.  Yet at this stage, when Jesus spoke to them, these ten men were still lepers.  It really did take faith on their behalf to obey Jesus’ words.  Luke tells us that as they went, they were cleansed.  Just for a moment imagine the miracle of healing that took place.  Think about those pictures we saw earlier of people with leprosy.  Fingers and toes grew back, pain and other deformities vanished.  You see, when Jesus heals, He does not just partially heal, He gives complete healing.
I have no doubt these men were excited.  They are no longer lepers; they are men.  They have an identity again.  Through obedience to Jesus’ command, they receive His healing.  Now they could be reinstated into society.  Now they could return to their families, friends, livelihoods and communities.  They received a new start in life.  They had a future full of hope.  They would show those priests they were no longer outcasts.  These men were back in town.
I sense it is at this point that a change takes place in one of the men.  While the other nine started singing, “The boys are back in town!”, one began to praise God for his healing.  Clearly, they were all healed physically, but only one of the ten would receive physical and spiritual healing.
Only one of the ten upon being healed came back to say “Thank you Jesus.”  The other nine were so focused on living they forgot to acknowledge the One who gave them a new start in life.  The Samaritan returns to Jesus and the Jews kept on walking.  Their long awaited Messiah was there, and they missed the opportunity to receive Him.
There was no doubt in Jesus’ mind He healed ten lepers.  He had no need to chase them and find out if they were healed.  He knew they were healed, and was bemused nine of the ten did not return to praise God.
Even though we live in an age when we have so many time saving gadgets, we are probably busier now than ever in the history of the world.  The nine lepers were in a hurry to show themselves to the priests so they could be reinstated in society that they did not make the time to thank Jesus.  In the busyness of life, we must always ensure we spend time in God’s presence every day.  By this, I do not mean praying only for what we want, but in humility praising God and thanking Him for who He is and what He is doing in our life.  I have no doubt the Samaritan got on with his life, but he put God first and we have much to learn from his example.
You may be familiar with the hymn, “Now Thank We All Our God.”  Next time you sing it, or hear it, try to remember that Martin Rinkhart wrote it during the Thirty Year’s War when his pastoral duties were most difficult.  He conducted as many as forty funerals a day, including that of his own wife; yet he wrote those beautiful words as a table grace for his family.  In spite of war and plague around him and sorrow within him, he was able to give thanks to the Lord from a grateful heart.

The attitude of this one Samaritan man - completely healed physically and spiritually - is what leads us to Psalm 116:12.  This verse formed the basis for the very first sermon preached in Australia on February 3rd, 1788.  The reason I bring this in today is that we recently celebrated Australia Day when we commemorate the arrival of the first fleet.  On board one of those ships was Reverend Richard Johnson.
This is what the psalmist wrote.  “How can I repay the LORD for all His goodness to me?”

In monetary terms, the cost would be beyond our means for His goodness is priceless.  So how are we to repay the LORD for all the blessings He has bestowed upon us?  A very simple answer is found in the opening words of Psalm 118.

“Give thanks to the LORD, for He is good; His love endures for ever.”

In other words, a thankful heart repays the LORD for all His goodness to me.  An ungrateful heart does the exact opposite.  An ungrateful heart loves to receive the blessings without a thought of the LORD who gives the blessings.  Too often, we are content to enjoy the gift but we forget the Giver.  We are quick to pray but slow to praise.
In Romans, I believe Paul takes it a step further.  Romans chapter twelve and verse one says:

“Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – which is your spiritual worship.”

God wants us to offer our life back to Him.
You know, the Samaritan got it right when he returned to say thank you to Jesus.  This man could praise God because he knew God touched him in a powerful way that day, and as a result, he did not want to act in an ungrateful manner.  I believe that God is still in the business of touching people today, either in a powerful way or a more subtle way.  Regardless of how God touches us, our reaction is what is important.  Do we give God the glory and praise or do we simply take Him for granted?  Do we presume to be deserving of His goodness, or are we humble and able to receive His blessings with thanksgiving in our heart?

In some ways, the nine Jews who went off to show themselves to the priests presumed they deserved to be healed simply because they were Jews.  The one Samaritan recognised he did not deserve to be healed, but he was.  By giving praise to God for his physically healing, Jesus could then go beyond the physical to heal him spiritually.  The spiritual healing is of most value because that is for eternity.  Today, many people long for the physical healing from God far beyond the spiritual healing He offers as well.  Their focus is on the now and not eternity.
The earthly priests could pronounce the healed lepers as physically clean, but only Jesus - the Great High Priest - can pronounce a person spiritually clean.  I well imagine this Samaritan man never stopped thanking God and was a witness for Jesus until he breathed his last.

I want to be like this Samaritan.  This year, I am reading the Bible in a year, and over the last few days, I have been reading the book of Exodus.  The Israelites are brought out from Egypt, and God does a mighty act to save them from Pharaoh’s army.  God excites them.  They praise and worship Him.  But when life starts to get a bit tough, they quickly turn against God and mumble and grumble against Him.  I cringe when I read about these Israelites, because they are exactly like me, or I am exactly like them.  However, through the power of the Holy Spirit, I want to be able to choose to follow God and learn to give thanks in all circumstances, not just when life is good.  The moment I thank God for the trials and tough times is the moment I begin to grow spiritually, and it confirms what Paul wrote in Romans chapter five and verses three to five.
“We also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.  And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out His love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom He has given us.”

I reckon the Samaritan trusted God even when he had leprosy.  Not so sure about the nine Jews though.  I sense they wanted a quick fix without getting too carried away with God.

Each of us, regardless of age, is a work in progress.  God has not finished with me yet, neither has He finished with anyone else in our gathering this morning.
Let me quote from Pastor Wiersbe.
“Every child of God should cultivate the grace of gratitude.  It not only opens the heart to further blessings but glorifies and pleases the Father.  An unthankful heart is fertile soil for all kinds of sins.”

To finish, let me quote from Paul as he writes to the Thessalonians.

“Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.”

PAGE  
1

