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nd one of them, when he saw that he was healed, returned, and with a loud voice glorified God, and fell down on his face at His feet, giving Him thanks. And he was a Samaritan. 

When a person finds himself in a situation where there’s no reasonable hope of survival, perhaps he has cancer and his doctors have declared him to be a terminal case, or he’s faced with some imminent catastrophe with no way out, we say, in our common manner of speech, that he’s as good as dead. 

The ten lepers in our Gospel lesson this morning were as good as dead, but for a much different reason. They were as good as dead not necessarily because their disease was terminal. In the Bible, the term “leprosy” included not only what we commonly think of as leprosy, which we now call “Hanson’s disease,” where in the later stages of the disease the body’s extremities begin to decay and fall away—hands, feet, ears, and noses. But in the Bible leprosy also refers to such common skin abnormalities as eczema and psoriasis. So the ten lepers were as good as dead not necessarily because they had a deadly disease, but because that’s the way the Law of God treated them. The Law of God commanded that lepers be completely cut off from the life of the community, completely cut off from the life of the covenant people. When anyone approached them, they had to call out, “Unclean! Unclean!” so that the community would not be contaminated by their uncleanness. They even had to keep their distance from God; they couldn’t go into His temple or take part in His holy worship or the religious life of God’s people. So lepers were covenantally as good as dead. 

Why? I mean, if we’re honest, aren’t we a little bit appalled by the way the Old Testament commanded lepers to be treated? A person did choose to be a leper, so why was he punished in this way?

Many people have assumed that this was God’s way of preserving his people from an outbreak of a terrible and very contagious disease. But that wasn’t it. And this is proven by the fact that the very worse case imaginable—a person who had a skin disorder from head to toe, in other words, his whole body was covered so that there wasn’t any part of his skin not affected—at person was declared clean! He was not cut off from the community. But the man whose body was only partially covered with sores was unclean, and he was to be excluded from the covenant community. Why? Because he was not whole. Because his disfigured appearance destroyed the wholeness that was supposed to characterize the people of God as the image of the new creation. 

You see, as the holy people of God, Israel was to stand before all the nations of the world as the image of the renewal and restoration of all things: the redemption of creation which God would bring into reality through his Messiah. That’s why holiness in Israel was symbolized by wholeness. No lamb could be offered on God’s altar unless it was completely free of defect. No man could serve as priest in the temple unless he was a whole man –a eunuch could not be a priest.  The people were called to obey the law wholly, that is with complete moral integrity. In other words, their hearts were to be fully integrated with God’s law, not segregated into little portions: one for God, and one for Ba’al; one for religious life, and one for secular life. As holy people they were to be whole people. They were to be the image of the new creation. And in the new creation, as we read in Revelation, nothing that defiles or makes impure will be found there.  

You see, that’s why lepers were cut off from the covenant community under the Old Covenant: because lepers were an image of death and defilement, not of the purity and perfection of the new creation. They were an image of our condition in the death and defilement of our sin. 
So what leper, under those circumstances, would not yearn for the coming of the One who would restore health and wholeness back to the world; who could restore health and wholeness back to his own life? What leper would not yearn for the One who would bring not just an image of the new creation, but the reality? 

Somehow the word had spread about Jesus even to these ten isolated lepers, how He was a great miracle worker, how He had healed others of leprosy. And so as Jesus made His way along the border between Samaria and Galilee on His way to Jerusalem, these ten men shouted out to Him in hope, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!” We who have heard of Jesus’ power to save also call out to Him in faith, “Lord, have mercy upon us; Christ, have mercy upon us; Lord, have mercy upon us.”


Jesus called back to them, “Go show yourselves to the priests.” Hidden within that command was a wonderful promise, the promise that they were healed. For according to the Old Testament Law, the only time lepers could go to the priest was when they believed they were cured.

The priest would examine the leper to make sure his leprosy was gone. Then according to God’s command, certain sacrifices would be offered for the cleansing of the leper. First, two clean birds would be brought to the priest. One of the birds would be killed over a bowl of fresh water and its blood would be shed into that bowl. Then the live bird would be dipped into the blood and water. After that, the leper would be sprinkled with the water and blood seven times, and the priest would pronounce him clean. Finally, the living bird would be let loose in the open field. 

Now that may sound a bit strange and primitive to our 21st century ears. But it has a very important and contemporary meaning for us. This sacrifice reminds us that God demands a price for our cleansing. A man who was healed of this disease that made him as good as dead had to offer up a sacrifice of blood. Life for life. The healing and sparing of one required the death of another. In this way all of the Old Testament sacrifices pointed forward to the final and prefect sacrifice of Christ on the cross. But in particular, this was true of the two birds that were used in the cleansing of a leper. For they draw our attention to Jesus’ death and resurrection. Remember, only one bird was killed. Its blood was shed in the water. This is a picture of Christ’s death for us. For we recall that when Jesus’ side was pierced what came forth was a mixture of water and blood. The other bird was dipped in the blood and water and was set free. So also, our Lord, having died and been buried, arose to life again as victor over sin and death , and ascended to the right hand of the Father still bearing in His body the marks of His sacrifice. 

And right before the bird was set free, the leper was sprinkled with the water and the blood and was thereby made clean. Do you see what that means for you? This sprinkling points forward to your baptism into Christ’s death and resurrection. For it is through your baptismal union with Christ that you are declared clean. And so the Word of God says of you, in the Book of Revelation, “These are they who have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” Through Christ’s priestly sacrifice of Himself, and His application of that sacrifice to you in the sprinkling of His blood by the water of baptism, you have been made holy and pure, and you have been restored from your exile in sin and death, and you have been brought back into the fellowship of God’s people and with God Himself. Your leprosy has been cleansed. And just as the bird was a released into the open and flew up into the sky as a sign of Christ’s resurrection and ascension, so you have the certain hope of rising and ascending with Christ in the flesh and sharing in His life forever. 

But until that day comes, we have to live by faith. For remember that Jesus sent the lepers off without any apparent change in their condition, only an implicit promise that they had been healed. And the Gospel says, “As they went, they were cleansed.” These men had faith in Jesus’ words even without any physical evidence. They believed that they had been made well, even though they couldn’t see it yet. And in the end it was revealed to have been true. 

And that’s exactly how it is for you also. To be a Christian is to trust in Jesus’ promises even without any visible evidence, to believe that you have been cleansed and healed and delivered, even when, by all appearances, it may seem that not much has changed. It’s to walk by faith not by sight. It is to trust that in the end we will see that His words towards us have been true all along. “You are forgiven and cleansed by my holy sacrifice.” “By my wounds you are healed, and death cannot harm you.” 

All ten of the men were healed. All ten of them were made clean and were restored to the fellowship of God’s people. All ten of them, I’m sure, were overjoyed at the prospects of their new lives. But only one of them had the good sense to turn back and fall down at the feet of the Giver of Life. Only one show that is faith in Jesus is more than a faith that merely gets something from Jesus, but is a faith that moves him to offer his life back to Jesus in praise and thanksgiving. And, although all ten of them were healed outwardly, only this one, only this Samaritan, was declared by the True Priest to be whole “Arise and go your way,” he said, “your faith has made you whole” – truly whole – in both body and soul.

We’ve all heard stories of people who were at death’s very doorstep, declared to be beyond hope of survival and on their way out, only to make a miraculous recovery to the amazement of everyone. So typically their return to the land of the living is in either of two directions. 

First, there are those whose great lesson they’ve learned through their near death experience is simply to squeeze everything they possibly can out of life. Live for the moment. Suck the marrow out of life. Do everything, experience everything, live for no higher purpose than simply to enjoy life while you’ve got it, because you never know when you’re time is up. It’s only a return to the life of this world, to the status quo times two. Nothing has really changed. That was the response of the nine.

But then there are those who don’t merely return to life as it was before. Somehow, through their experience with death they’ve come to see life more clearly. They’re transformed. They were as good as dead before, but now they’ve been resurrected to a new life of faith. They not only survived their physical disease, but they were saved from a life cut off from God, a life of self-centeredness, and self-righteousness. And now they see life as the precious gift that it is, a gift that we’re to give back to God in thankful obedience and praise. That was the response of the one. 

 But the real question is: How shall we return to life? How shall we return to our lives from here? Here we are given the pronouncement that we are clean, that our sins have been forgiven in full. For here we kneel down at the feet of Jesus and he strengthens and refreshes us with spiritual food: his body and blood. And he says to each of us, “Arise, and go thy way. Thy faith hath made thee whole.”  So will we return to our lives from here with a faith that only receives from Jesus? Or will we return with a faith that moves us to offer our lives back to Jesus in praise and thanksgiving? Will we return to the status quo? Or will we return to lives transformed by grace? 

Christ commands us to go from here in such a way that our lives reflect the truth that we are new creatures in him. You have been made whole, now arise, go thy way, and be holy, to the glory and honour of Christ your redeemer. +
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