The Ten Lepers

Luke 17.11–19

At the choir lunch three weeks ago one of my fellow choristers threw down a challenge about the miracles in the gospels. They might not have happened, she said, exactly as reported, but surely something must have happened. There must have been some events behind the stories as we have them. Or were they simply made up? What do you think actually happened?

This morning I am taking up that challenge, because the healing of the ten lepers is an incident which, in its final form, is almost certainly a composition of the evangelist — Luke in this case — but it is one where we can follow a plausible trail back to the sources of the story.

Along with Matthew and Mark, Luke records the healing of a single leper early in Jesus’s ministry, but the group healing Caroline has just read is found only in his gospel. I suggest that he took St Mark’s (historical) healing of the single leper and made out of it two stories. One stays very close to St Mark’s — and most readers don’t even notice the small but characteristic changes Luke makes to it — while the other, the one read this morning, is so fully developed that hardly anyone would dream of linking it to the Mark. But if I am right, and Luke did build up the cleansing of the ten lepers out of the earlier, simpler story, then we have a fairly transparent model of how the gospel-writers set about their work. This insight into their creative writing can help us interpret the whole of their work — and in turn go some way towards answering the question about the miracles: what really happened?

The first question you will ask is why Luke should do such a piece of creative writing at all? Why should he make up an event such as the healing of the ten lepers? The first answer is that he did not  simply “make it up” — no biblical writer ever “simply made things up”. Rather, he developed the more complex account out of the simpler one, by applying methods accepted at that time as legitimate ways of excavating the bible’s hidden treasures to display them to the faithful reader. Here’s the way he worked.

Luke knew from Matthew (and copied into his own gospel) a summary of Jesus’s ministry sent by Jesus himself to John the Baptist in prison: “the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers [plural] are cleansed …” This told Luke that Jesus had healed more lepers than the single man reported by Mark — and he wanted to know more about this. Luke did not “simply make up” these further cleansings. Mention of them was already there in Matthew. But it was a bare record, “lepers are cleansed” and what Luke does is to provide the details. We can never say for certain that these details were not supplied by eye witnesses, but we can see how it is possible — likely even — that they came in part from elsewhere in the bible, and in part from Luke’s own religious concerns and stylistic traits.

For instance, the plural phrase “lepers are cleansed” in Matthew suggests a multiple healing, but it does not give a number. Ten is a round number favoured elsewhere by Luke. In the parable of the lost coin — unique to his gospel — the woman has ten coins; and in his version of the parable of the talents, Luke increased the number of servants to ten from Matthew’s three. So the detail “ten” very possibly derives from Luke himself.

Then the choice of a Samaritan as the hero of the tale reminds us of the “good” Samaritan, another character unique to Luke’ gospel. And a third of his trademarks is the note that the returning leper “glorified God”. Luke uses this expression on nine different occasions to describe people’s reactions to an encounter with Jesus, from the shepherds of Bethlehem right through to the centurion at the cross. This contrasts with a single use in Mark and just two in Matthew. For Luke it is quite simply the only appropriate human response to God’s wonders shown forth by Jesus. So he puts it in here.

These features establish that the account is in Luke’s style and might well be attributed to him, but much more important are other details in the story that he took from his bible — God’s own testimony. Luke was soaked in the Old Testament. He is not like Matthew, giving chapter and verse every two minutes, but his entire gospel breathes the atmosphere of the patriarchs and prophets. And the classic Old Testament tale of a leper’s being cleansed is Naaman the Syrian, when he encounters the prophet Elisha. This was Luke’s source for several more details in the healing of the ten lepers.

A notable thing about Naaman’s healing was that Elisha, to whom he had been sent, refused even to meet him, let alone touch him. He was simply told, “Go and wash in the Jordan.” And it was when he eventually — under protest — obeyed that simple command that Naaman was healed. Luke would have been struck by the difference between this familiar tale and Mark’s account of Jesus healing a leper by touching him. Here is one of Luke’s small but telling changes to Mark in that instance. Mark says the man “came up to Jesus” whereas Luke has him keeping his distance: “when he saw Jesus he fell on his face”. With the ten lepers we are told quite specifically that they “stood at a distance” and had to shout to make Jesus hear them. And it was from this distance — as they went off in obedience to Jesus’s command — that like Naaman they were healed by their own action.

When the Samaritan came back to give thanks “he fell” at Jesus’s feet. Now another of Luke’s tell-tale changes to Mark in the simpler story was to have the single leper “fall” rather than just kneel. No prizes for guessing that this is exactly what Naaman did as well. At least two more details in the healing of the ten lepers parallel Naaman: he, like the Samaritan, returned to make a thank-offering after his healing, and both of them were non-Israelites.

Finding plausible sources for the story’s details does not prove the healing of the ten lepers was not historical, but it does open up another explanation. However, it does not actually answer the challenge that led to this sermon. Cut to its essentials, my message has been this: the event lying behind the healing of the ten lepers in Luke is the healing of the one leper in Mark. But did that happen exactly as recorded? And if not, what lay behind that?

My brief answer is that lepers were not only diseased, they were cut off from human society and from God. Just by touching the leper Jesus broke this social and religious taboo, arguably removing the worst aspect of the man’s condition. Since the biblical term leprosy covered a whole range of skin-related illnesses, no doubt including nerve-related conditions like eczema, it is quite possible that breaking the social exclusion also took away a chronic cause of the physical illness, so bringing about complete healing. 

