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It Could Be Worse 
 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
I suppose that if there’s ever a year that you can sympathize with the lepers, this is it. They’re 

living in lifelong quarantine outside a village, and they’re the target of severe health restrictions. They 
can’t come in contact with anybody else, ever – not because the local health department says so, but 
because the Bible says so in Leviticus 13. And as far as social distancing goes, it’s far more than “wear a 
mask and stay six feet away.” It’s “stay shouting distance away:” if anyone starts heading in their 
direction, these men are to yell “Unclean! Unclean!” 

 
Here we are, two thousand years later, with our daily lives under the shadow of a pandemic, 

government restrictions, news reports, social media posts and contradictory health guidelines. A year 
ago, as the holiday season began, I don’t think anyone was thinking, “Next year, let’s have multiple 
Thanksgiving services to keep crowds sparse and the singing quiet.” I don’t need to tell you: you’ve been 
living this insanity since March and there’s still some time left to go.  

 
Now, you’re a resilient bunch, and so you’re still working hard at coping, finding silver linings to 

the cloud and making the best of things; and so many of you are thinking to yourself, “Yes, this is 
alarming in a lot of ways, but it could be worse.”  

 
This is absolutely true. It could be worse. It’s not like covid-19 has a 90% mortality rate like 

Ebola or the 45ish% of the bubonic plague – it’s actually below 3%. The rate is that low and dropping 
because we’re not in the Dark Ages, but in a time of great medical innovation and scientific discovery. If 
you’re ordered to work at home, it doesn’t mean you’re telling your kids to make room on the dirt floor 
next to the goats. If the restaurants can’t seat you, you can get take-out; if the bars are closed, you mix 
a drink in the kitchen. And even though we’re getting into the darkest, shortest and coldest days of 
winter, you’ve got electricity, heat and light … and cable and internet. If you can’t travel to eat dinner 
with relatives, you can still video-chat with them. And despite widespread panic, you know that more 
toilet paper will arrive at the store shortly. It could be worse. It could be a lot worse.  

 
The first lesson in this Thanksgiving sermon then is to beware of ingratitude, of thanklessness. 

Rather than measure everything by what you want to have and want to do, try measuring things from 
the perspective of what you deserve to have and deserve to do, and how much God is doing and giving. 
In other words, work your way through what you say here in the various services of confession and 
absolution that begin the Divine Service here. Divine Service 1 is a great example, because you say that 
you justly deserve God’s “present and eternal punishment” because you are “by nature sinful and 
unclean.” If you want to shorten up those confessions of sin, you’re saying that you’re sinful enough to 
deserve hell, starting yesterday, totally devoid of any good gift from God.  

 
It, uh, could be worse. 
 
Look, there’s plenty of anger and discouragement, frustration and depression flying around right 

now. But, as we did a week and a half ago on Sunday morning, take some time this Thanksgiving and 
run through the First Article of the Creed, look around at your first-world life, and take some time to give 
thanks to the Lord. It’s the right thing to do, and ingratitude will only drag you further into the pit. 

 
Be thankful. It could be worse.  
 



But on the other hand, never rely on “It could be worse” as your final comfort, because it could 
get worse.  

  
“It could be worse” is good and true, but it is not the gospel. Neither is, “You’re getting better 

than what you deserve” or “Always look on the bright side of life.” When Jesus encounters the ten lepers 
who cry out for mercy, He doesn’t say to them, “Take heart and be of good courage, for at least you 
don’t have dysentery too.” The message of salvation isn’t, “Rejoice, because God makes things better 
than they could be!”  

 
The gospel is far, far better than that. 
 
The lepers are dying and alone. They’re not just sick, but they’re also unclean, which means that 

if somehow they were miraculously cured, they couldn’t just go back home. First cured, they’d also have 
to be cleansed and pronounced clean before God; and the way to do that is for the priest to make a 
sacrifice on their behalf, because they can only be cleansed by the shedding of blood. Dying, alone, sick 
and unclean, they don’t have much going for them. I suppose it could be worse – it … could be raining. 

 
When Jesus draws near to the village, they call out to Him. They don’t cry out, “Unclean! Stay 

away!”, like they’re supposed to, but it’s not because they’re wicked and want to give Him leprosy. They 
want Him to take their leprosy away. It’s so remarkable that the Word has spread so that even these ten 
have heard about Jesus, and so they cry, “Jesus! Master! Have mercy on us!” 

 
“Have mercy,” they cry. They have nothing to give, nothing that can buy or earn His help. But 

they call out for Him to help them anyway. They trust that He will help them anyway.  
 
In response, He says, “Go show yourselves to the priests,” and there’s a lot in that sentence. 

They’d only go to the priests for the cleansing sacrifice, and they’d only go for that if they were healed of 
the disease. Sure enough, as they follow the Lord’s bidding and start heading for the priests (wherever 
they may be!), they see that they are already cleansed. All is restored. 

 
Jesus doesn’t just make things better. He doesn’t just reduce leprosy into eczema. He takes it 

away; and by taking it away, He restores all that was lost to them. He doesn’t charge them, doesn’t strike 
a deal that they have to do some mighty deed in return or come back and be His slaves. He doesn’t even 
require them to say thank you. In fact, nine of them run off without a word of thanks and praise, and He 
doesn’t take the healing back and stick them with leprosy once again. He leaves them healed and happy, 
even though they’ve run away too soon. See, Jesus has given them their temporal lives back, but they’ve 
run away while He’s still giving out eternal life.  

 
The one comes back, a Samaritan, and falls on His face at Jesus’ feet. He’s praising God, so we’ll 

take it that he realizes that he kneels in front of the Son of God in the flesh. No need to run off: he’s 
already both healed and cleansed. He’s following Jesus’ directions and showing himself to the Priest; for 
Jesus is the High Priest who will make the sacrifice for the sins of the world, to cleanse and redeem 
sinners. He is healed because Jesus has taken the leprosy out of his body and taken it into His own, so 
that He might bear this man’s sin, his uncleanness and his disease to the cross. Whether he knows it or 
not, he’s bowing before the Sacrifice, the One who will shed His blood for the sins of the world.  

 
There, on the cross, enduring God’s wrath for our sin, it could not be worse for Jesus. He is 

forsaken by God as sinful and unclean on behalf of all the world.  
 
He is risen again. He who bore all sin and uncleanness, all guilt and shame, all disease and 

affliction, is risen from the dead. And even as He is enthroned on high, He still visits His people. Why, 
tonight, He has entered a sizeable village sort of near the border of Idaho and Oregon. Here, He has 
heard people confess that they are by nature sinful and unclean, leprous with sin, and He has heard you 



sing the cry of the lepers: “Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy, Lord have mercy.” And to you, He 
doesn’t say, “Go, show yourselves to the priests,” because He is here with you. He speaks His Word of 
forgiveness, bought by His blood. By that Word, He forgives your sins and cleanses you of all 
unrighteousness. He who once gave His body and shed His blood for you on the cross for the sins of the 
world, now gives His body and blood to you for the forgiveness of your sins.  

 
No wonder that meal is also called the Eucharist, the meal of thanksgiving. It is the thanksgiving 

meal of the church. No wonder, just after, we often say, “Oh, give thanks unto the Lord, for He is good, 
and His mercy endureth forever.” In the midst of the dark, the cold, the pestilence and uncertainty, Christ 
dwells with His people, forgiving their sins.  

 
It cannot get any better than that.  
 
At least, not in this world. But you live in eager anticipation of the day when Jesus returns in 

glory; and as He now dwells with you here, you will dwell with Him in heaven forever. Here in this world, 
it could be worse; and in the end, you know it will only get better. 

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen 
 

 


