
Sitting in the Gap Study Guide – October 13, 2019 

Luke 17:11-19 

(Click on scripture above to link directly to each passage in the NRSV on biblegateway.com.) 

 

Suggested Study / Prep 
 

1. Read the passage(s) in several different translations and/or paraphrases (e.g. NRSV and 

The Message) 

2. Read the provided commentary(s) below 

3. Visit and explore some of the additional resources links (and/or explore your own 

commentaries, resources, etc)  

4. Reflect on the provided questions 

5. Generate your own questions and “wonderings” 

 

 

Commentary on Luke 17:11-19   (From Homiletics; “Convert Vision”, October 14, 2007) 

Today’s gospel occurs near the end of Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem in the gospel of Luke (9:51-19:28), a travel 
segment which allows Luke to incorporate various teachings and healings in a long narrative setting. This particular 
healing has two main points — the miraculous healing of the lepers and the gratitude of the Samaritan. Both points 
can be interpreted with reference to the larger literary context of Luke-Acts, a two-volume work whose author was 
meticulous in his development of motifs.  
 
For the author of Luke, the healing of lepers serves a larger function than some of Jesus’ other healings. The first 
indication of this comes already in Jesus’ opening speech, the crucial synagogue sermon at Nazareth (4:16-30). In 
that episode, Jesus first proclaims from Isaiah some of the blessings of the messianic age (4:18-19), which 
introduce Jesus’ special concern for the poor and oppressed in Luke. Jesus then expands on this reading by 
referring to the miraculous stories of Elijah and Elisha; specifically, he reminds the congregation that “there were 
also many lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and none of them was cleansed except Naaman the 
Syrian” (4:27). By this reference, Jesus connects the healing of lepers with the other promised blessings of the 
messianic age. Later in the gospel, he will make the connection explicit: When the disciples of John the Baptist 
come to Jesus and ask if he is “the one who is to come,” Jesus answers, “Go and tell John what you have seen and 
heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the 
poor have good news brought to them” (7:20-22, italics added). In Luke’s interpretation, the cleansing of lepers is a 
hallmark of the messianic age which Jesus inaugurates.  
 
So what was leprosy? From what affliction did these 10 lepers suffer? The ailment called “leprosy” in the Bible was 
different from the grave disease known as “leprosy” in the modern world (properly called “Hansen’s disease”). 
Hansen’s disease is a serious disorder caused by bacterial infection, whose symptoms are ulcerations, loss of 
feeling in certain nerve regions, or loss of fingers and toes. In the popular imagination, this form of leprosy is more 
fitting to horror movies than to the leprosy attested to in the Bible. The term “leprosy” recorded in the Bible denotes a 
variety of skin diseases, which probably ranged from simple blemishes to serious rashes to more serious fungal and 
bacterial infections. Lepers were, therefore, somewhat common. Indeed, the range of Levitical law (Leviticus 13-14) 
prescribed for dealing with them indicates that their diseases were common and frequently curable. More 
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importantly, the acquisition of leprosy did not doom someone forever as a pariah; there were techniques for 
quarantine, healing and ritual cleansing. Even Moses (Exodus 4:6-7) and Miriam (Numbers 12:10-15) suffered 
temporarily from leprous afflictions. The primary Levitical concern about lepers was keeping them away from 
unafflicted people and objects. In the ancient Jewish understanding of ritual purity, lepers must be kept at a 
distance, “outside the camp” (Leviticus 13:45-46), so that the ritual purity of the others could be maintained.  
 
It is not clear to what degree the average Galilean or Judean observed the Levitical laws of ritual purity at the time of 
Jesus. But a trace of the ancient practice is preserved in today’s text: When the 10 lepers have gone out from their 
village to meet Jesus as he enters, they acknowledge their ritual impurity by “keeping their distance” from Jesus and 
his followers (17:12). In addition to signifying the ostracization of the lepers, their distance from Jesus further 
aggrandizes the power of his miraculous healings. That is to say, these 10 lepers were not healed through bodily 
manipulation or some material medium (Mark 7:31-37; 8:22-26), a performative incantation (Mark 5:35-43; John 
11:43), or even contact with garments (Mark 5:27-30; Acts 19:11-12). Rather, these 10 lepers were healed by Jesus 
from a distance through only the power of God’s mercy.  
 
The second point of the healing involves the identity of one Samaritan, the leper who returned to Jesus with 
gratitude, “praising God with a loud voice” (17:15). In several texts from the gospels, the Samaritans are the 
archetypal “outsiders.” At the beginning of Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem, they “did not receive him,” and the sons of 
Zebedee wanted Jesus to annihilate them on the spot (9:51-56). The gospel of John simply notes that “Jews do not 
share things in common with Samaritans” (John 4:9) because they have different sanctuaries and different ritual 
practices. The sharp division is understandable because they are the Gentiles closest to home — just north of 
Judea, in between Judea and Galilee. They are the foreigners across the street, as it were. Yet we have already 
learned of Jesus’ openness to outsiders such as this Samaritan “foreigner” (17:18). Possibly the most famous story 
of Luke’s gospel culminates in the paradoxical goodness of a Samaritan, thought to be outside of God’s covenant 
(10:30-37). And ultimately the Samaritans will reverse their actions of Luke 9:51-56 by accepting the ministry of 
Philip, Peter and John (Acts 8:4-25).  
 
To further illuminate the identity of the grateful Samaritan leper, we can return again to Jesus’ opening synagogue 
sermon. Jesus’ reference to Elisha’s cleansing of Naaman (4:27) did not only link the cleansing of lepers with the 
other blessings of the messianic age, but it also symbolized the incorporation of Gentiles into the blessings of the 
new age. Jesus cites the ministry of Elijah and Elisha among non-Jews, those outside of God’s chosen people. Just 
as God acted mercifully in the past to heal Naaman the Syrian through Elisha, so in today’s text does God act 
mercifully to heal a Samaritan through Jesus. Then this Samaritan, against all expectations of the audience of the 
gospel, is the only one to return gratitude and praise to the God of Israel. You might say that this man, this cleansed 
leper, is the “good Samaritan” you have never heard of.  
 
Throughout his gospel and Acts, Luke makes clear that God has extended favor to the Samaritans and all the 
Gentiles through the ministries of Jesus, Philip, Peter and Paul. Today’s text portrays how heroes of faith have come 
from outside God’s chosen people. God’s power to heal and to save often works outside of established social 
boundaries. Indeed, God’s power to choose heroes sometimes works in direct opposition to the expectation of 
God’s chosen people. As Christians connected to the power of God through the mercy of Jesus, do we respond with 
gratitude and praise, or do we resemble the ungrateful chosen people? Are we open to God’s work with those 
outside of our covenant?  

 

Additional Resources 

 The Text this Week – a huge archive of commentaries, blogs, sermons, etc.  Note – this site collects 

resources related to ALL of the lectionary texts for a given week…not all will relate to the passage(s) 

being studied, but many will.  You will have to sift! 

 Check out other commentaries available for these texts (and others!) at WorkingPreacher.org.  

 

 

http://www.textweek.com/yearc/properc23.htm
https://www.workingpreacher.org/?lect_date=10/13/2019&lectionary=rcl
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Reflection Questions on Luke 17:11-19 

1. Consider the concluding questions from the commentary above: Today’s text portrays how heroes of 

faith have come from outside God’s chosen people. God’s power to heal and to save often works 

outside of established social boundaries. Indeed, God’s power to choose heroes sometimes works in 

direct opposition to the expectation of God’s chosen people. As Christians connected to the power of 

God through the mercy of Jesus, do we respond with gratitude and praise, or do we resemble the 

ungrateful chosen people? Are we open to God’s work with those outside of our covenant?  What are 

the social boundaries that define our lives today in our culture? How do they color our understanding 

or experience of the good news and/or delineate our “radius of compassion”? 

2. If the faith of the leper who returned to give thanks to Jesus after being cleansed made him well (v. 19) 

what made the others well?  Was it also faith?  If not – what did?  And if it was, then what, if anything, 

is the practical and lasting difference for the nine who did not return?  Does it really matter in the long 

run for those who were healed?  Are they missing out on something more than the praise Jesus offered 

for the one who did come back? 

3. Why do you think this one leper returned to express gratitude and praise while the others did not?  Did 

he just have better manners than the others?  Was he more grateful?  Did he have more/different faith 

than the others (which may be implied by Jesus’ statement in v. 19)?  What do Jesus’ rhetorical 

questions after his return indicate?  Regret or disappointment for having healed the others?  Surprise 

and admiration for the one who returned?  Does Jesus’ response to the gratitude of the one who 

returned say something negative about the other nine, or rather something positive about the one 

who did comes back? 

4. How do you show and practice gratitude in your life?  Are there times/places/occasions when we more 

closely resemble the majority of the lepers who did not come back?  Are there practices or habits that 

help you to not only experience gratitude, but to also express it in thanks and praise?  How can we 

cultivate an “attitude of gratitude”?   

 
 
What questions do you have?    
 
 
 
 
What do you “wonder” about when reading these passages? 


