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Luke 17:11-19 
 

One can't read very far in any of the gospels without recognizing the importance of 
healing in the ministry of Jesus. Healing is so central to Jesus' ministry that he is 
sometimes called the "Great Physician." Indeed, the Greek word for "physician," soter, 
can also be translated as "savior." So, to say that Jesus is our savior is to say at the same 
time that Jesus is our physician. Similarly, the Greek verb sozo means both "to save" and 
"to heal." And this relationship of meanings carries over into English as well. Compare 
"salvation" with the word "salve," referring to a healing ointment. 
 
From this perspective, salvation is made concrete. Jesus saves human beings from their 
afflictions. Where there is brokenness, Jesus brings wholeness. Where there is suffering, 
Jesus brings relief and comfort. Jesus is our healer, our savior, our physician. 
 
In this morning's scripture reading from the Gospel of Luke, we hear the story of Jesus 
healing ten lepers. Now, when the Bible refers to leprosy, it is not necessarily referring 
to the disease known today as Hansen's Disease. Rather, it is referring to any one of 
several skin diseases, the varieties and symptoms of which are described in the Hebrew 
scriptures -- in the book of Leviticus, chapter 13. 
 
Lepers were considered ritually unclean, and therefore were prohibited from having 
any contact with the Temple or its religious practices. Their ritual impurity was 
considered to be contagious, and therefore no one could touch a leper lest that person 
also become ritually unclean. Lepers were to adopt the manner of a mourner, wearing 
torn clothes and letting their hair hang loose. When approached, they were to cry out 
"unclean, unclean" to warn others not to get too close. Lepers had to live by themselves, 
apart from the rest of the community – "outside the camp," as it is put in Leviticus. 
 
If, at some point, a leper's skin cleared up, it was considered to be the result of divine 
power. A person healed of a leprous skin disease then had to be examined by the priest 
and go through a long and involved cleansing ritual (detailed in Leviticus 14) before he 
or she could be declared ritually clean and thus be allowed to rejoin the community and 
worship in the Temple again. 
 
In today's scripture passage, ten lepers approach Jesus, but keep their distance. They 
call out to him with one voice: "Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!" Somehow they believe 
that if they can get Jesus' attention, he may be able to help them. They had heard of 
Jesus healing others. Now, perhaps, Jesus would heal them, too. 
 
Jesus sees them, a short distance away, and he acknowledges them, saying: "Go and 
show yourselves to the priests." They set out on their way to see the priests, and as they 
go, miraculously they are made clean! One of them, when he realizes that he has just 
been healed, turns back, and begins shouting praises to God at the top of his lungs: "I've 
been healed! Look, everyone! I've been healed! Praise be to God! Thank you, God, thank 



you!" He returns to Jesus, prostrates himself at Jesus' feet, and thanks him. In doing so, 
he acknowledges Jesus as God's agent of healing.   
 
And then the story takes a surprising twist. We learn that this one thankful leper is a 
Samaritan. The first hearers of this story would have been stunned by this revelation. 
You see, in Jesus' day there was long-standing enmity between Jews and Samaritans. 
Samaritans were outcasts, outsiders. Theologically, they were considered heretics. 
Ethnically, they were descendants of mixed marriages in northern Israel. They were 
considered half-breeds. As such they were hated and despised. The term "Samaritan" 
was to the Jews a name of contempt and reproach. Were we to tell the story today, 
instead of the thankful Samaritan, we might speak of "the thankful terrorist" or "the 
thankful drug dealer." 
 
For a Samaritan to be lifted up as a model of faith was scandalous. All ten lepers were 
healed, but only the Samaritan offered praise to God? Only the Samaritan returned to 
Jesus to thank him? Only the Samaritan recognized the divine power in Jesus and came 
to have faith in him? How was that possible?   
 
Jesus says to him: "Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well." Or, 
translated a little differently, "your faith has saved you." This ultimate outsider becomes 
a model of faith. 
 
The first-century hearers of this story must have thought to themselves that if a 
Samaritan, of all people, could give praise to God and thanks to Jesus for the blessing he 
had received, certainly they could. 
 
What does this story have to say to the us today? Well, it emphasizes the importance of 
giving gratitude to God when we receive healing – whether it be of a terrible disease, a 
serious injury, or a common cold. “Were not ten made clean?” Jesus asks. “But the other 
nine, where are they?” Jesus seems incredulous that the other nine who also had been 
healed of their leprosy did not also return to give their thanks and praise as the 
Samaritan did. 
 
Presbyterian writer Anne Lamott says that the “two best prayers [she] knows” are: 
“Help me, help me, help me,” and “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” When we are ill 
or injured, praying for help from God comes easily. When healing comes, may we be as 
ready to offer prayers of thanksgiving. 
 
Just as Jesus was a source of healing in the world, so too the church today ought to be a 
source of healing in the world. After all, we speak of the church as the body of Christ. 
The church is the embodiment of Christ's presence in the world. As the church, we have 
been entrusted with the work and ministry of Jesus Christ in the world.  
 
I know that for many of you, this church family has been and continues to be a source of 
healing in your lives. And I celebrate that. Some of you have come here with broken 
bones. Others with broken hearts. And you've found love and support here to help you 
mend the broken pieces back together. Some of you have had to battle cancer or mental 
illness, and found in this church a reservoir of strength and hope. Others of you have 
sought recovery from addiction, and found here a community of care and compassion 
to support you along the way. This church is a healing place, as it ought to be. 
 



Where people are broken, we seek to restore them to wholeness. Where people are 
divided, we seek to be agents of reconciliation. Where people are isolated, we offer 
them community. Where people are marginalized, we welcome them into full 
membership in the household of God. 
 
It doesn't matter whether a person is a pillar of the church, or one of the poorest of the 
poor, living on the margins of society. We are all equal in the sight of God. And so the 
church ought to treat everyone with love, justice, and compassion. No matter what our 
station in life, at one time or another we are in need of healing in our lives. We ought to 
be able to find that healing in the church.   
 
No matter what our class, race, nationality, gender, age, or sexual orientation, and no 
matter what our difficulty, Jesus says to us: "Come to me all you who are heavy laden 
and I will give you rest." And we respond with thanks and praise to God through Jesus 
Christ – our healer, our physician, our savior. Amen. 


