Sermon on Luke 17: 11-19

Oct. 10th 2010


Luke 17: 11-19

The workings of the Kingdom of God

How would we feel coming across ten lepers on the side of the road, I have no doubt we would feel pity, after all it can’t be their fault that they have this terrible disfiguring disease, what if they had been doctors or nurses helping those with leprosy at one time and been unlucky enough to have caught the disease themselves. Maybe this is the sort of judgement of them that we would make. But what if these ten men were suffering from some other ailment, what if they were alcoholics, or drug addicts, or if they suffered from HIV. How would we judge them then? I’m sure we would still feel pity but maybe we would think further and judge the lifestyles they lead, perhaps even thinking that their life choices had lead them to there illness, that in some way it was their own fault. Perhaps the ten lepers comprised of a mix of the above, would we feel a little more forgiving towards those who we deemed to have been stricken down by circumstances beyond their control? 

But are we all not in a similar position? I don’t mean that we all have Leprosy; in fact Leprosy as a disease has almost been entirely eradicated in this day and age and even so is quite easily treated by modern medicine. But if we substitute the word Leprosy for the word sin then the story as read to us takes on a whole other meaning. After all we are all subject to sin, the very fact that we are on this earth means we are tainted by it from the moment we are born to the moment we die. Unlike Leprosy sin is not by any means eradicated, but like Leprosy it is quite easily treated.

The ten men that faced Jesus on that day were not subjected to any judgement what so ever from Jesus. Jesus did not stand and ask questions about their history or how they had come to such unfortunate circumstances. What he did do was offer healing to all ten, no bells or whistles attached, no questions asked, no conditions to be met, just total forgiveness and healing to each one, It is interesting to note that Jesus did not heal them immediately as He did so many times throughout the New Testament, instead he told them to go and show themselves to the priests.

If you suspected that you had leprosy in those days, or as sometimes happened to the lucky few, the disease had gone into remission, the law would require that you go to see a priest, the priest would judge your appearance and if he decided that you did have, or still had leprosy you could be judged “unclean” cast out of society and made to live apart from everyone else. If lepers were forced to come near to other people they had to continually shout “unclean” to ensure that people had time to avoid any close contact. There is no mention in the passage of any of the ten lepers shouting “unclean” when Jesus came near, in fact they seemed to know His name or know of Him prior to the meeting they address Him as Jesus when they appeal to him. 

Our sin makes all of us unclean yet we are not judged by others for our sin, neither are we expected to shout unclean as we walk the streets, people are not afraid to approach us or to step inside our houses and we are certainly not cast out from our society because of our unclean sin. But of course we are cast out from the presence of God because we are unclean in his eyes.

Anyway the ten lepers were not immediately healed, but instead the passage tells us that as they were on their way to seek the confirmation of the priests that they were in fact cleansed. I wonder why this difference? Why did Jesus send them on their way before cleansing them? There is no mention that they hesitated before leaving to go and see the Priests, no repeated plea for healing, no confusion or despair at not being healed immediately on request. As previously mentioned the ten seemed to know Jesus or at least His reputation, so perhaps it was their faith that enabled them to understand and trust that Jesus would cleanse them of their disease. This is an interesting point. All ten men must have had faith that Jesus would cleanse them before making any obvious moves to actually cleanse or heal them. Would our faith be that strong, that if asked by God we would undertake some action before seeing any evidence or proof that it would work. Would our faith be that unshakable ask something of God and in faith know that whatever we asked would come to pass or be answered in some way? In this day and age having such a strong faith is difficult, there are many influences that make us loose confidence in our faith, forget our faith or even question the relevance of our faith in today’s world. We are all on a journey of faith, sometimes we waiver from the true path, sometimes we decide to give the journey a break and stop to go sight seeing somewhere else, unfortunately in some people faith is lost altogether. But true faith is not recognisable by its measurable quantity, its not something that we put on as a show for others, true faith is complete and humble willingness to do God’s will, readiness to do whatever He calls us to do. As Christians we know we have the ability to be cleansed. God ensured this through a completely unselfish act of love and great personal sacrifice. It is up to us whether or not to accept that gift.

The other interesting point is that one for the Lepers in the story was not a Jew at all but a Samaritan, a person of mixed blood whose ancestry originated from the time when the Jews were in exile and their blood lines were mixed with other races of peoples. Samaritans were disliked by the Jews, a race of people to be despised in fact not even worthy of acknowledgment. The story does not mention that the other Lepers despised or ignored the Samaritan; it doesn’t mention that they welcomed him with open arms either, just that he was one of their number. Sometimes when life deals a bad card and we are thrown into unusual situations, when we are far out of our comfort zone, old prejudices, dislikes and things we cling onto are forgotten and we accept more willingly solace or comfort wherever we find it. As Christians we are one of the crowd, but we know the cure for our sins, we should share this knowledge whenever and wherever we can, this is something God asks us to do.

The kingdom of God is not a place to which we must journey to find. Don’t go looking for the package tour to the Kingdom of God. But look closer to home, the Kingdom of God on this earth is within God’s people, those with the faith to see God, to strive to understand him, to talk to him and to listen and to strive to do his will, that is where we will find the Kingdom of God today within you each of us.

Getting back to the story of the ten lepers, what happened when they approached the priest is not recorded, and no hint is given of what happened to the cleansed lepers following that meeting. The only other point made is that they all walked away and at some time between leaving the presence of Jesus and appearing in front of the priest they were cleansed and must have realised that they were no longer physically marred by the disease. The passage says that the Samaritan leper on realising that he was cured came back to Jesus praising God in a loud voice and throwing himself at Jesus’ feet he thanked Him. Perhaps the nine others, all being Jews and realising they had been cured were so excited they talked amongst themselves and the Samaritan perhaps feeling a little alone decided to leave the group and come back to Jesus. In a way Jesus had given him his freedom from the group and he realised, now not being bound by his common illness he decided to go his own way. Are we like this? Do we get so wrapped up in our daily lives that we fail to see God’s work? Do we forget that it is God we need to help us in all things? We should fully trust in God and our faith in Jesus, there lies the only way to redeem ourselves, or do we think that it is through our own work, our own efforts that we are cured?

But then Jesus on accepting the thanks given by the Samaritan asks about the other nine men, whether he addresses his questions to the Samaritan alone or to others gathered around them is not recorded, but Jesus obviously appreciates the Samaritan man making the point of coming back to thank Him. Jesus wants to know where the other nine are; He makes the point that all ten where cleansed yet only one, and a “foreigner” at that, felt the need to thank Him. I like to think that perhaps Jesus was making the point to a gathering of people rather than just to the Samaritan himself. But never the less the Samaritan does get a reward for his thanks in that Jesus goes on to tell him to “Rise and go; your faith has made you well”. By not coming back to thank Him the others did not receive these encouraging words or acknowledgement. If we do as Jesus asks us as individuals we will benefit.

We are free to thank God whenever we like even though He does not demand that we do, of course He appreciates it when we do thank him with a grateful spirit. It is possible to receive God’s gifts without thanking him. In fact a simple thank you may open up the conversation more and as in this story we may learn things we would have otherwise missed. Like any relationship God is pleased when we do thank Him and He may use our responsiveness to teach us more about himself.

In Jesus we are now free to worship God as we please without any earthly constraints; we are free to make choices about our faith in Him; we are free to act as individuals. We are free to worship without any complex rituals or prerequisites. We have the freedom to make the right choices and through those choices ensure God’s promise of freedom from sin. We are free to live in the Kingdom of God.

In God through Jesus Christ we are cleansed.

Suggested discussion points for Home groups:

1. We are called like those lepers to act in a way that supposes that listening to Jesus and doing what he asks will make a difference to our lives. How does this statement help you?
2. The lepers discover that it works and this mirrors the way the Kingdom of God works. What are the implications for you?

3. One of the lepers returns, what does that say about the workings of the Kingdom of God?

4. How do you react to the difference that Jesus has made in your life?
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