
SERMON “GIVE THANKS FOR GOD’S BLESSINGS—GREAT AND SMALL” 

                   (Luke 17:11-19 Preached at MPC on October 9th, 2016) 

In today’s scripture from Luke we follow Jesus’ journey on his way to Jerusalem— his 

route takes Him right "through the middle of Samaria and Galilee."  This border location 

explains why the lepers include both Jews and Samaritans.  Now under normal 

circumstances, Jews would have nothing to do with Samaritans, but these Jewish and 

Samaritan lepers were drawn together in community because of their common misery. 

Also their leprosy was not necessarily Hansen's disease, the terrible wasting away of the 

flesh that we associate with today.  Biblical leprosy included a variety of skin diseases 

such as ringworm, psoriasis, leukoderma, and vitiligo.  Some of these diseases were 

highly contagious such as Hansen's disease and ringworm, but others were less so like 

leukoderma and vitiligo.  Some were curable, while others were not.   

And priests were responsible for diagnosing leprosy, and the Torah provided specific 

guidelines for doing so (Leviticus 13:1-44).  A diagnosis of leprosy was treated as a death 

sentence—in much the same way that a diagnosis of cancer or AIDS was regarded as a 

death sentence only a few decades ago. 

Samaria had been the home of the ten tribes of Israel (as distinct from the tribes of 

Judah and Benjamin in the south).  When the Assyrians took the Israelites into exile in 

the eighth century B.C., many Gentiles came to live in Samaria.  Returning exiles inter-

married with those Gentiles.  As a result, Jews loathed Samaritans, whom they 

considered to be religiously compromised half-breeds. 

That makes it especially significant that Jesus would make a hero of a Samaritan leper, 

as he does in this story and elsewhere.  The most familiar example is the Parable of the 

Good Samaritan (Luke 10:29-37), but the Gospel of John also treats the Samaritan 

woman at the well as a positive figure (John 4:1-42).  

So just imagine what it must have been like to be a SAMARITAN LEPER.  The Israelites 

treated SAMARITANS as outcasts—Why? Well first Samaritans worshipped God in 

Shechem an Israelite city of the tribe of Manasseh mentioned in the Hebrew Bible—it 

was the first capital of the northern Kingdom of Israel,  they did NOT worship in 
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Jerusalem.  Secondly, Samaritans had their own version of the Bible.   Thirdly as I 

mentioned before, Israelites considered Samaritans to be racially impure, because many 

of them had intermarried with neighboring tribes. To the Israelites, the Samaritans were 

worse than heathen, because the Samaritans had the precious heritage in their hands, 

and had defiled it. 

And, of course, LEPERS were outcasts from society.  They had to wear torn clothes. 

They had to let their hair hang loose.  They had to cry, "Unclean, unclean!" to warn 

people of their infectious presence.  They were not allowed to enter towns or to mix with 

people.  If they came too close, people were allowed to throw stones at them. 

As Jesus enters this certain village in our Gospel text, ten men who were lepers met him

—they stood at a distance as was the law.  They lifted up their voices, saying, "Jesus, 

Master have mercy on us!" Their situation was hopeless—leprosy was incurable—but 

they had heard about this man who went about healing the sick. 

Jesus responds to the lepers and says, "Go and show yourselves to the priests.” You see 

the priests diagnosed leprosy—that was one of their jobs.  When you were suspected of 

having leprosy, Biblical law required you to go to a priest.  If the priest said that you had 

leprosy, you had to leave town.  If you thought that you were healed, you needed to see a 

priest.  If the priest said you were healed, you could come back into the town.  The 

priest's word was law. 

So after Jesus said, "Go and show yourselves to the priests” the Bible says, "As they 

went, they were cleansed" Can you imagine that! "As they went, they were cleansed."  In 

other words, as they obeyed Jesus they were made whole."  It wouldn't have taken them 

long to recognize the healing.  Their skin would have been covered with sores and scabs. 

 The sores were deep and ugly, eating away at the flesh.  They would have recognized the 

healing instantly. 

What rejoicing!  They were well— they were no longer outcasts.  Their death sentence 

was lifted— they could go home.  But first, they would have to get a priest to pronounce 

them healed.  Where was the nearest priest?  How far did they have to go?  How long did 

it take to find a priest?  How long did it take to go through a close examination—and to 

convince the priest that they had, in fact, been healed?  Then they had to get home as 



quickly as possible.  If Friday evening was approaching, they would have to get home 

quickly before the Sabbath.  Once the Sabbath started, they couldn't travel for a whole 

day.  Can you imagine how desperately they wanted to get back home— how desperately 

they wanted to hold their wives and children in their arms once again— how desperate 

they would have been to share their good news!  They had been dead, but now alive 

again.  They had been lost, but were found. 

But one of the lepers, a Samaritan stopped dead in his tracks.  He felt he had something 

even more important than finding a priest and going home.  Jesus had healed him; he 

wanted to thank Jesus personally and so he did.  He turned and fell at Jesus' feet and 

gave thanks!  "Thank you, Jesus!  Thank you, Lord!  Praise God!  Oh, thank you, Lord." 

Jesus' response seems a bit puzzling.  He sounds almost as if he is rebuking the one man 

who did the right thing.  He said: "Weren't there ten cleansed today? But where are the 

nine? Were there none found who returned to give glory to God except this stranger?"  

But these three questions make it clear that Jesus was addressing the people standing 

nearby—not the healed leper.  Jesus was talking to the crowd.  Listen to him once again. 

 He asked three questions:  "Weren't there ten cleansed? But where are the nine? 

Were there none found who returned to give glory to God, except this stranger?" 

With those three questions, Jesus makes two points for us to think about today! First 

only one man in the ten bothered to say thanks.  Second, the thankful man was a 

Samaritan stranger.  Jesus just loved to make a hero of the underdog and outcast!  And 

that's what he is doing here.  He wasn't rebuking the Samaritan.  He was making him 

the hero of this story. 

Jesus concluded by telling the healed leper, "Get up, and go your way.  Your faith has 

healed you.”  We know the New Testament was written originally in Greek, and the word 

that is translated "healed" here is the Greek word “sozo.”  The word “sozo” has a couple 

of meanings.  It can mean "healed," but it can also mean "saved." 

When I read this story, I like to think that Jesus was telling this man that his faith had 

healed him—and also that his faith had saved him—because I believe that both were 

true.  I also like the fact that Jesus said, "Get up, and go your way.”  He knew that the 



man needed to go home.  He knew that the man had made a real sacrifice to come back 

to Jesus and say thanks.  Jesus knew that the man needed him to give him permission to 

return home--so Jesus said, "Get up, and go your way” Your faith has healed you.”  

But what does this scripture have to do with us?  Obviously, if our flesh is rotting off our 

bones and Jesus heals us, we should give thanks.  But that doesn't happen every day, 

does it?  What is the connection between this story and our lives?  That isn't hard to 

answer, is it!  This scripture is all about thankfulness—it’s all about cultivating and 

maintaining an attitude of gratitude toward God—we need to remember to thank God 

for all His gifts, great and small.  That's no easy lesson, but it's an important one.   

Vance Havner recognized as one of America's most traveled outstanding evangelists and 

popular Bible conference speakers in the 1900’s— a native of North Carolina, began 

preaching at the age of twelve and was ordained at sixteen—Vince was known for his 

many devotional books that brought blessing, encouragement and guidance to 

thousands.  Vince said: "Our biggest problem in the church today is this vast majority of 

Sunday morning Christians who claim to have known the Master's cure and who return 

not to thank Him by their presence, prayers, testimony and support of His church." 

Then Havner goes on to say: "In fact, the whole Christian life is one big 'Thank You,' 

the living expression of our gratitude to God for His goodness.  But we take Him for 

granted and what we take for granted we never take seriously."  Richard Douglass, 

senior pastor at Zion Hill Baptist Church in Alabama puts it this way.  He says: "The 

modern American seldom pauses to give thanks for the simple blessings of life—One 

reason is that we are used to having so much." 

Stop and think about that for a moment.  We tend not to be thankful, because we are 

used to having so much.  You would think that, the more we have, the more thankful we 

would be—but it doesn't work that way.  We begin to take all God’s blessings for granted. 

 We start to assume that we earned it.  Then we get upset that we don't have more. 

 Before long, God is nowhere to be found in the picture. 

Rev. Douglass continues on to say:  "It hurts our pride to be grateful.  We don't want to 

admit that God is the Provider of all good things—Being thankful requires humility and 

faith in God.  When we have these, then we can be grateful."  You know how much it 



means to you when someone tells you thanks.  Doesn't it make you feel great!  It means 

just as much to God when we tell him thanks.  He enjoys being told thanks—but He also 

knows that, when we give thanks, we become stronger and happier. 

The late Henri Nouwen a Catholic priest, went on a mission to Peru and Bolivia. He 

worked among some of the poorest people on the face of the planet.  He wrote a book 

about his experiences there, and entitled it “Gracias!”  He said:  "The word that I kept 

hearing, wherever I went, was:  Gracias!  It sounded like the refrain from a long ballad of 

events. Gracias a usted, gracias a Dios, muchas gracias! —Thank you, thanks be to God, 

many thanks! 

Nouwen said I saw thousands of poor and hungry children, I met many young men and 

women without money, a job, or a decent place to live. I spent long hours with sick, 

elderly people, and I witnessed more misery and pain than ever before in my life.  But, 

in the midst of all the misery and suffering, that word lifted me again and again 

to a new realm of seeing and hearing:  'Gracias! Thanks!'" 

Nouwen noted that those people didn't take anything for granted—nothing!  They didn't 

know whether they would have food to eat tomorrow—or work—or peace.  BUT—and 

this is important—BUT they received every good thing that came their way as a gift.  Did 

they get a job!  Gracias!  Did they get something to eat!  Gracias! Did someone smile and 

say hello!  Gracias!  Nouwen says, "What I claim as a right, my friends in Bolivia and 

Peru received as a gift."  He talked about learning the art of gratitude from these poorest 

of the poor.  He went on to say:  "I learned that everything that is—is freely given by our 

God of love. 

All is grace—Light and water, shelter and food, work and free time, children, parents, 

and grandparents, birth and death—it is all given to us.  Why?  So that we can say 

gracias, thanks for God’s blessings great and small—we can say thanks to each other, 

thanks to all and everyone." 

The richer we are, the more difficult it is to remember to be thankful.  We need to make 

a special effort to say thanks to God—thanks to our husbands or wives—thanks to our 

children—thanks to the people we work with—and to anyone who blesses us with even 

one ounce of grace.   



Someone said, "It's a good thing to get caught up on thanking before we do any more 

asking."  What if we had to get caught up on thanking before we could ask for anything 

else.  What if that were the rule?  Can you imagine trying to remember the blessings of 

your lifetime? Can you imagine trying to remember the blessings of this past week? Can 

you imagine trying to remember this morning's blessings?  

 Thanks Lord for the warm bed in which I awoke. Thanks for the roof over my head. 

Thanks for the food I ate—and the water I drank. Thanks for the air I breathed. Thanks 

for my family.   Thanks for my job and the car to get there!  Thanks that I can see—and 

hear—and talk.  Thanks for my health.   

Thanks God for this church at MPC.  Thanks for the beauty of this day.  Friends, and 

that is just the beginning.  If you had to list all your blessings, then you would have to 

include all the bad things that didn't happen to you today.  Thank God we weren’t 

victimized by hurricane Matthew.  How long would that take?  Thanks be to God that He 

doesn't require that.  But this scripture does teach us about the disappointment Jesus 

felt for the nine who failed to give thanks—and the joy God felt for the one Samaritan 

who did.  Let us resolve to follow the example of this outcast and underdog, the hero of 

this story!  Let us always give thanks for God's gifts and blessings—great and small in 

our lives.  Amen and PRAISE THE LORD!   


