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Here's a quick quiz question to begin our Thanksgiving Day sermon: there are ten lepers in the text. 

In the text, how many of them show themselves to a priest as Jesus commands? Before you answer, 

reviewing the material is always a good thing before a quiz. Let's take a look at a couple things. 

 

I. Review 

 

You probably know this story well: it's the featured Gospel lesson for each Thanksgiving Day, and 

we also heard it just a month ago on a Sunday morning. Jesus is walking along the border between 

Samaria and Galilee; and as He approaches a village, He's met by ten lepers. To review: leprosy is a 

terrible disease, so contagious that its victims are quarantined until death. They have to leave behind 

their families, friends, homes and livelihoods. They are required to spend their painfully dying days 

isolated in the wilderness; and if anyone accidentally walks toward them, the law demands that they 

shout and warn them to stay away. It goes without saying that, if a leper could not even enter a 

community, he couldn't go to the temple of the Lord; therefore, leprosy became symbolic of the 

killing sinfulness which keeps the sinner out of God's presence and glory. 

 

When Jesus draws near the village, the lepers yell-not "Stay away!", but "Jesus, Master, have mercy 

on us!" The Word about Jesus and His miracles has spread, and they believe that Jesus can heal 

them; in fact, since He's healed so many by simply speaking, He can heal them without even 

drawing near if He wants. "Have mercy!" they shout. Jesus can heal them. 

 

In response, the Lord says, "Go, show yourselves to the priests." Again, it's helpful to review a few 

things here. In the Old Testament, and into the New, the priests were those men who were appointed 

by God to stand between God and sinful man. It was the priests who carried out the duties at the 

temple. According to the Law, they sacrificed the blood of bulls and sheep and goats, presenting 

those offerings before the Lord. Once the sacrifices were made and accepted by God, the priests 

would announce to the people that God would not hold their sin against them. Priests served as 

intercessors, as mediators between God and man. They made the sacrifice from man to God, and 

then they announced God's faithfulness and forgiveness to the people. 

 

One more thing: not only did priests stand between man and God, but they stood between leper and 

society. If a leper thought he had been healed, he couldn't just go back home; he had to show himself 

to the priest. Only after he was cleansed in ceremony, and only after sacrifices were offered to God, 

and only after he was declared clean by the priest could a leper go back to his home and family. It 

was one of the responsibilities given to the priests (Lev. 24). 

 

That's why Jesus tells the ten lepers, "Go, show yourselves to the priests." It only makes sense, and 

it's in keeping with the Law. So the ten depart at a run, sprinting to find the priests and start the 
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cleansing ceremony; and as they run, they find that they are healed. You know what happens next: 

nine keep on running, and one turns around. He comes to Jesus, falls at His feet, worships his Savior 

and glorifies God. This, of course, prompts Jesus to observe, "Were there not ten cleansed? But 

where are the nine? Were there not any found who returned to give glory to God except this 

foreigner?" Turning to the one, He then says, "Arise, go your way. Your faith has made you well." 

 

That takes care of our review of the text, leprosy and priests. So now that we've had the review, it's 

back to the quiz question: in the text, how many of the lepers show themselves to a priest as Jesus 

commands?  

 

The answer is…one. Not nine, but one. 

 

We have no record in the text that the nine show themselves to the priests, although it's a fair 

assumption that they do. What is very plain-and cause for joy-in the text is that the one man turns 

and returns to Jesus, falling at His feet. 

 

After all, remember: a priest is one who offers sacrifices to the Lord for the sins of the people, and so 

he intercedes between man and God. Because the sacrifice is made, the priest then returns to the 

people and tells them that God forgives them their sins. Now, throughout the Old Testament and into 

the New, the priests at the temple did exactly that. However, as they did so, they were living 

prophecies of Jesus Christ, yet to come in human flesh. 

 

For who has offered the Sacrifice for the sins of the world, but your Savior Jesus Christ? Not only 

did He offer the Sacrifice for sin-He was the Sacrifice for sin! And who rose from the dead and 

returned to the people to announce that the Sacrifice was made and their sins were forgiven? And 

who has ascended into heaven, to sit at the right hand of God and intercede on behalf of sinners until 

He returns in glory to judge the living and the dead? There is one Mediator, one Intercessor. There is 

one eternal High Priest, and His name is Jesus. 

 

That's what Hebrews 4 declares: Seeing then that we have a great High Priest who has passed 

through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we do not have a 

High Priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but was in all points tempted as we are, yet 

without sin. Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find 

grace to help in time of need (Heb. 4:14-16).  

 

Jesus is the High Priest, who sacrificed Himself and intercedes on our behalf. That's a good start, but 

there's more. Because He is risen from the dead, His term as High Priest never ends; therefore, there 

will never be a time when His sacrifice no longer covers your sins, and there will never be a time 

when He stops declaring your redemption. Furthermore, what else do we know about the one leper 

who returns to Jesus? He's a Samaritan-a foreigner! Jesus isn't just a High Priest for one nation, but 

for all nations. He cleanses and forgives that Samaritan as fully and completely as any of the 

Galilean Jews whom He heals that day. 

 

So when Jesus tells the ten to go show themselves to the priests, we know that at least one follows 

through by falling at the Lord's feet. He glorifies God for the healing he has received, for this is part 

of the work of the High Priest who stands before Him. Jesus is on His way to the cross to be the 

Sacrifice for the sins of the world. On the way, He removes the leper's uncleanness and disease from 

him, and He will bear that sin and sickness to the cross to die with it. He is not an austere Mediator 
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who does not understand the real world, but a sympathetic High Priest who knows temptation and 

sin because He has borne the sins of the world. And He is not headed to the cross just to die for one 

nation. He is going to die for all nations. He goes to that cross and dies for you. 

 

II. For You 

 

The Word in Hebrews 4 applies to us as well: We do not have a High Priest who cannot sympathize 

with our weaknesses, but was in all points tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore come 

boldly to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need.  

 

Now, normally on Thanksgiving, we especially focus on the gifts of our Lord for life in this world-

the abundance of harvest and the warmth of the home, etc. Indeed, for all such gifts we should give 

all glory to God alone; and it is a testimony of our sinfulness that we are quick to take His gifts and 

run away from Him without uttering much in the way of thanks at all. 

 

But while we give thanks to our Lord this day for our daily bread, we have so much more to be 

thankful for-because Jesus is our High Priest. 

 

While a holiday is a festive time, it does not change the fact that you live in a sinful world. You and I 

may be able to put our worries on hold for a few hours of turkey and stuffing, but not for long. There 

are worries about daily bread sorts of things, having enough resources to make ends meet. There is 

illness to contend with, for affliction does not go on vacation for the holidays. There is loneliness, 

often acute during the holidays because families have crumbled or loved ones have died. There are 

past mistakes still in memory, or perhaps memories of victimization and violence. And, of course, 

there are always temptations-the everyday ones that you almost don't count anymore, and the 

shameful ones that still appeal to your base instincts. 

 

Holiday cheer may cover up the worries for a bit, or they may magnify them. Either way, they're still 

there. 

 

Which is why you rejoice in your High Priest, Jesus. He has paid the Sacrifice for your sin-and you 

can be sure that you are included because He has died for all nations. He is risen again, and He 

intercedes on your behalf with His Father in heaven. He delights to hear your prayers, and you can 

be certain that He is not an angry Savior who dangles you over the pit, about to let you drop; because 

you have a High Priests who sympathizes with your weaknesses, because He was in all points 

tempted as you are, yet without sin. 

 

Are you concerned with hunger, poverty-a lack of resources and daily bread? Your High Priest 

declares, "I know hunger and poverty; because as your Savior I fasted in the wilderness for you, and 

I lived a life where as a man I had no place even to call home. Be assured of My promises to you: 

things will be lean from time to time, and help may come in unexpected ways and later than you 

think; but I promise you that I will provide daily bread in a way that is best for you. Even better, I 

promise that I feed you with forgiveness and grace, so that I will raise you up to everlasting life in 

heaven, where you will never know poverty and want again." 

 

Is it illness and affliction that dogs you? The High Priest who hears your cries for mercy is 

sympathetic. He declares, "When I sacrificed Myself for you, I bore all your infirmities and 

sicknesses in My body, and dragged them to the cross for you. They can trouble your body and mind 
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for a while, but I have defeated them. Even now, I feed you My incorruptible body and blood in My 

Supper, and I promise to heal you-if not for a while in this life, then most certainly when I raise you 

from the dead unto life everlasting." 

 

Is it loneliness and grief? Your High Priest declares, "I know loneliness and grief, for I was 

ostracized by man and then by My Father on the cross when I suffered hell for your sin. Loneliness 

is a reality in this sinful world, but this is not the end of the story. I have died to redeem you, and I 

give life to your loved ones who died in the faith. I will raise you up to eternity in the company of 

angels and archangels. And though everyone forsake you in this life, I give you My Word and My 

Sacraments, and so I am with you always, even to the end of the age." 

 

Is it past mistakes? Your High Priest bore those to the cross for you, too; and though you may still 

feel the shame of them here, God no longer holds them against you because Jesus has made and been 

the Sacrifice. Have you suffered violence at the hands of others? Your High Priest has suffered 

scourge and cross at the hands of the wicked, to deliver you from this violent world to the peace of 

heaven. And where you suffer temptation-and often give in, He declares that He resisted that 

temptation so that He might be the perfect Sacrifice and redeem you from your sin. 

 

Above all, then, this is our cause for thanksgiving this day: our Savior urges us to come boldly to the 

throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need. When you cry out 

with the lepers, "Have mercy upon us," you can be absolutely certain that your Savior draws near to 

you and declares, "I have died to redeem you, and I am only merciful to you. You will never be 

forsaken, because you are forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and 

of the Holy Ghost." Amen 


