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How will Black Friday affect Thanksgiving?  Retailers are opening not at midnight on 

Thanksgiving Day, but earlier in the day.  Some at 9 p.m., others even earlier.  Shoppers 

will barely have time to eat their turkey before heading to the stores.  Employees won't 

have time for their families at all.  What are we teaching our children? 

 

Here's the question that has been on my mind this week: what happened to 

Thanksgiving?   

 

On October 3, 1863, President Abraham Lincoln issued a national proclamation asking 

that we "set apart and observe the last Thursday of November next, as a day of 

Thanksgiving and Praise to our beneficent Father who dwelleth in the Heavens."  Then he 

asked Americans to go to God "with humble penitence for our national perverseness and 

disobedience."  Thanksgiving was to be a day of praise and penitence. 

 

Now it's a day of turkey and football followed by shopping all night.  Why?  Why does 

the answer matter? 

 

The power of God's grace 
Jesus was "on his way south to Jerusalem" and the cross, traveling "along the border 

between Samaria and Galilee" (v. 11).  Along his journey, our Lord met ten lepers (v. 

12).  They stood at a distance shouting "Jesus, Master, have pity on us!" (v. 13).  Why? 

 

Lepros is a Greek word which can mean various skin diseases.  Psoriasis, lupus, and 

ringworm probably would have been considered leprosy in Jesus' day.  Leprosy proper, 

or Hansen's disease, was common as well.  There are three kinds, distinguished by the 

spots they create: red, white, and black.  The disease is seated in the bones, marrow, 

joints, and nerves, only eventually manifesting itself in the skin. 

 

By that time it is far advanced.  It can cause the nerves to die, so that the patient cannot 

feel pain and will damage feet or other limbs without knowing it.  It can cause the joints 

to separate and literally fall off.  Hansen's disease is always fatal, contagious, and 

hereditary.  It was the AIDS of the ancient world. 

 

And so these lepers stood "at a distance" from Jesus (v. 12).  When the leper was 

windward of a healthy person, the diseased person was made to stand at least 50 yards 
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away.  As Jesus was about to enter a village (v. 13), they were required to keep their 

distance from him. 

 

The Old Testament is clear on this restriction: "The person with such an infectious 

disease must wear torn clothes, let his hair be unkempt, cover the lower part of his face 

and cry out, 'Unclean!  Unclean!'  As long as he has the infection he remains unclean.  He 

must live alone; he must live outside the camp" (Leviticus 13:45-46); "Command the 

Israelites to send away from the camp anyone who has an infectious skin disease" 

(Numbers 5:2). 

 

Imagine being made to live the rest of your life alone or in a camp with other sufferers.  

Never seeing your family at closer than 150 feet; never touching your wife or husband or 

children or parents again; never knowing a touch of affection or love.  An exile for the 

rest of your life, through absolutely no fault of your own.  And this is not to mention the 

horrible physical suffering when the malady was actual Hansen's disease, as it so often 

was.   

 

We can hear and feel their plaintive cry, "Jesus, Master, have pity on us!" (v. 13).  

Perhaps they heard of his earlier healing of a leper (Luke 5:12-16).  Possibly they knew 

of his larger healing ministry and compassion for those in need.  At any rate, they had 

nothing to lose by appealing to him for help.  The worst that could happen was that he 

would ignore them as did all the other members of their society. 

 

Jesus did exactly what they asked, having pity on their need.  He commanded them to go 

and show themselves to the priests (v. 14), as only a priest could declare them clean and 

allow them to reenter society.  As they went in faith that they were healed, they were. 

 

The significance of thanksgiving 
Now comes the turning point of the story: "One of them, when he saw he was healed, 

came back, praising God in a loud voice" (v. 15).  They had apparently not gone far, as 

this man was easily able to find Jesus again to thank him.  Note that this episode occurred 

before the leper went to the priest, so that the priest could make no claim to having healed 

him. 

 

He "threw himself at Jesus' feet and thanked him" (v. 16a).  Earlier he could get no closer 

than 150 feet; now he fell at his very feet in gratitude.  "And he was a Samaritan," Luke 

adds (v. 16b).  To the Jewish mind, this was a half-breed, a moral and spiritual leper 

whatever his physical condition.  Luke didn't mention the man's racial status before.  It 

didn't matter that he was a Samaritan until he became the only one to return in gratitude.  

Then Luke pointed out his identity for the sake of irony and emphasis. 

 

Jesus then turned this event into a teaching moment: "Were not all ten cleansed?  Where 

are the other nine?  Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this 

foreigner?" (vs. 17-18).  The word translated "foreigner" (allogenes) has been found on a 

limestone block from the Temple: "Let no foreigner enter within the screen and enclosure 

surrounding the sanctuary."  A foreigner could not come to the Temple of God, but he 
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could come to the God of the Temple! 

 

So Jesus said to him, "Rise and go; your faith has made you well" (v. 19).  It would seem 

that the man wanted to remain with Jesus; so our Lord told him to "go," to return to the 

priest so he could receive his certificate of cleansing and reenter society.  With this 

promise: "your faith has made you well." 

 

"Well" translates sodzo; when this word is connected with "faith" in the gospels, it takes 

on a much larger sense than only physical healing.  It means to be "saved," spiritually as 

well as physically.  To be "whole" as several translations render it.  To be complete, to be 

right with God.  "Has saved you" is a literal translation. 

 

The perfect tense points to completed action.  "You" is singular—only one person was 

"saved" or made completely well.  The other nine were cured of their physical disease—

this man of his spiritual malady.  The others were cured, one day to die—this man was 

cured, to live eternally.  And the reason?  He returned to Jesus in faith, to give thanks.  

 

Why are we not more thankful? 
Why do so few of us follow his example and receive his healing today?  Why will 

President Lincoln's call to praise and penitence be ignored by so many this week?  

Consider these facts: 

 The number of atheists and agnostics in America has doubled in the last 20 years; 

there are twice as many atheists as Presbyterians in our country.  The number of 

people with no religious belief has grown from 2% in 1960 to 20% today. 

 In addition to atheists and agnostics, we have "ignostics," people who are ignorant 

of basic biblical truths.  Fewer than half of Americans can identify Genesis as the 

first book of the Bible; only one third know that Jesus delivered the Sermon on 

the Mount; only one half can name even one of the Gospels. 

 We have "evatheists," people who evade the question.  They do not believe in 

God but refuse to be identified as atheists or nonbelievers. 

 We have "apatheists," those who are apathetic about spirituality.  Some 46 percent 

of Americans say they never wonder whether they will go to heaven; 44 percent 

spend no time seeking "eternal wisdom." 

 And we have "exitists"—almost 60 percent of young people ages 15-29 have left 

active church involvement.  If their children follow their example, what will 

happen to American Christianity? 

 

If we do not believe that God has given us all that we have; if we separate Sunday from 

Monday and religion from the "real world"; if we make God our hobby instead of our 

King; if we think that we are the source of our possessions and prosperity—why would 

we be thankful to God?   

 

We might say a prayer over a Thanksgiving meal, but we certainly wouldn't let such 

religious tradition impede on the rest of our holiday, much less the rest of our lives.  Why 

not confine the meal to halftime of the football game, to be followed by an early start on 

Christmas shopping?  If God is irrelevant to our lives, how can he be relevant to 
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Thanksgiving? 

 

It's easy to condemn those who have turned Thanksgiving from a holy day to a secular 

holiday, to refuse shopping this Thursday and even this Friday, but is that all God asks of 

us?  His word says to "give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in 

Christ Jesus" (1 Thessalonians 5:18).  How are we doing with an attitude of gratitude?  

When last did you take even 10 minutes to express thanks to God?  When last were you 

guilty of joining the nine thankless lepers?  I've had to ask the same question of myself. 

 

Why are we so seldom with the one?  I think I know some of the reasons.  The nine 

perhaps thought they deserved God's favor, for they were Jews.  We think we deserve life 

and gifts and goodness, but we don't. 

 

There would be time later, after they saw the priests and then their families and friends, 

and rejoiced in celebration.  They could always come back later to give thanks.  But they 

didn't.  Usually we don't.   They lost sight of Jesus.  They were so focused on their 

newfound health, they forgot the One who gave it to them.  So do we. 

 

Giving thanks doesn't really matter to Jesus.  He's God—he's above that sort of thing.  

But his response to their thanklessness proved otherwise.  God does care. And so do 

others.  I don't need to give thanks.  There's nothing really to be missed.  But there was.  

They missed salvation—eternal relationship with God.  Their bodies were healed, but 

their souls were not.  They were never made whole and well, because they were thankless 

men.  Thanksgiving makes us whole. 

 

You see, we "enter his gates with thanksgiving and his courts with praise" (Psalm 100:4).  

The praise and penitence which President Lincoln requested positions us to receive all 

that God's Spirit wants to do.  When we are thankful we recognize and submit to the 

Source of our life and blessings.  We are empowered by his Spirit.  We manifest his love, 

joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  An 

attitude of gratitude marks us as the children of God and enables him to use us for in his 

service.  One grateful leper is still changing lives 20 centuries later.   

 

Thanksgiving honors God and extends his Kingdom. 

 

Conclusion 
So let me ask you: when last were you a grateful leper?  When next will you be? 

 

In 1982, the actor Kirk Douglas flew to Pakistan after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.  

He was there to do a documentary about the three million Afghan refugees who had fled 

to that country.  He went out one day to meet with some refugees, up near the Kyber 

Pass.  Gunfire could be heard in the background, just across the Afghan border. 

 

Douglas sat on the ground with the elders of a displaced Afghan tribe.  They were eating 

with their fingers out of a common bowl.  Through an interpreter Douglas told them, "In 

my country, today is Thanksgiving Day, one day every year that we set aside to give 
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thanks for all that we have in life." 

 

The leader of the elders, a man with a long white beard, nodded his head.  Through the 

interpreter he said, "In my country, we give thanks every day." 

 

Will we join them? 

 


