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In just a few hours, we will each take our seat at the table. Our eyes 

will gaze on the abundance of food—turkey, potatoes, stuffing, 

vegetables—not to mention the delicious desserts still in the kitchen. 

Before filling our plates, we will bow our heads in prayer and give thanks. 

That’s the purpose of this national holiday—to give thanks. We gather 

here in God’s house, and we will bow our heads in prayer before we eat in 

order to give thanks to the one true God from whom all blessings flow. On 

this Thanksgiving Day, with grateful hearts, we return thanks to the Lord. 

In the Gospel, the Samaritan leper returns to give thanks. He and the 

other nine men in the text were plagued by a terrible disease. Not only is 

leprosy painful, but since it is highly contagious, the lepers are required to 

separate themselves from others, including their own families. Although 

these lepers are different nationalities, Jews and at least one Samaritan, 

they live and walk together. That’s because they’re united in their leprosy. 

The Levitical law requires that when lepers encounter other people, 

they’re to cry out, “Unclean, unclean” (Lev 13:45) so as not to expose others. 

But, when these lepers see Jesus coming, they don’t yell, “Unclean.” 



Instead, they lift up their voices, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us” 

(v 13). Have mercy. Give us what we don’t deserve. That’s what mercy is. To 

plead for mercy is to acknowledge one’s sin and unworthiness. Mercy is 

the prayer of beggars, those who have nothing to give. Mercy is the prayer 

of sinners who recognize that they don’t deserve any gift or blessing from 

God. 

And so, the lepers pray for mercy. They don’t try to talk Jesus into 

healing them. They don’t attempt to bargain or make great promises of 

what they’ll do if they are healed. Instead, they plead for something they 

don’t deserve. 

In love, Jesus grants their request: “Go and show yourselves to the 

priests” (v 14). Still leprous, they obey Jesus’ words, and as they’re 

walking, their open sores and wounds miraculously disappear. They’re 

healed! They’re no longer unclean. They’re cleansed. When you have an 

open sore, how long does it take the wound to heal, especially if it’s 

infected? Days? Weeks? Months? But that’s not the case for these ten men. 

No more infection. No more open sores. No more leprosy. 



Before these men could go back to to their families, the priests must 

declare them clean. Nine of the ten continue to go to the priests, but the 

one, the Samaritan, the one you least expect, stops walking, and turns 

around. He again raises his voice, not to yell, “Unclean,” or to plead for 

mercy, but as he returns to Jesus, he’s already praising God with a loud 

voice. Then falling at Jesus’ feet, the leper returns thanks. The Samaritan 

leper receives healing, and he then gives thanks. 

As you hear this account today, you might be thinking to yourself, 

“Hey! I’m like that one leper. I’m the one giving thanks.” After all, you have 

made it a priority to worship on Thanksgiving. You will offer a prayer of 

thanks before feasting today. 

However, please notice that Jesus commends the Samaritan leper for 

returning thanks, for offering thanks after receiving the gift of healing. It’s 

one thing to be grateful when you’re hungry and you’re sitting at the table 

and the food is before you. It’s another thing to return thanks, to express 

gratitude when your belly is full and your needs are met. To return thanks 

when you’re full is what God commands the Israelites to do: “And you 



shall eat and be full, and you shall bless the Lord your God for the good 

land he has given you” (Deut 8:10). 

Based on this Scripture and others, God’s Old Testament people not 

only blessed the food before the meal but would return thanks after 

eating. The practice of returning thanks continued into the New 

Testament era. That’s why in the daily prayers of the Small Catechism, 

there are prayers for both asking a blessing before the meal and returning 

thanks after the meal. 

Unfortunately, returning thanks after meals is a practice that is 

falling into disuse. I admit that’s how it is with me, too, outside of an 

occasional silent prayer that goes something like, “Wow, Lord! That was 

some really good food. Thank you!” Other than that, I confess returning 

thanks after a meal is not something I normally do.  

In addition, with so many people with very busy lives, it’s more 

difficult for families to eat together, and even when a family enjoys a meal 

together, often the temptation is to eat and run. Grab your food and go, 

maybe offer a blessing before eating but not return thanks after eating. 



The changing customs around mealtime can also lead us to reflect on 

our other attitudes and practices. We eat and run, not remembering to 

return thanks, but does this happen with God’s other gifts? Do we receive 

and run, not returning thanks to Him who is the giver of every good and 

perfect gift? With grateful hearts, we should remember to return thanks 

to the Lord. God gives daily bread. He gives us our families and our health. 

He provides all that we need for this body and life and so much more. We 

are full and satisfied because our God has blessed us beyond measure. We 

are full of God’s gifts and blessings, but are we thankful, full of 

thanksgiving, thankful to our gracious Father? 

The reality is, we are often more like the nine lepers than the one 

leper. We receive and run, grab and go, rather than returning thanks. Our 

failure to return thanks is just one symptom of our greatest malady—the 

disease of sin. Like leprosy, there’s no medication a doctor can prescribe 

to cure us from sin. Leprosy manifested itself in sores over the body and 

often baldness. Sin makes itself known in our ingratitude, complaining, 

and lack of contentment. 



Now when Jesus crosses paths the lepers, they are cleansed. When 

they show themselves to the priests, the priests would declare them to be 

clean. They are able to return to their families, their work, and their 

communities. 

Jesus has also cleansed you and me from our leprosy of sin. “The 

blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1 Jn 1:7). Jesus suffered 

and died for our sins—all our sins—both for the evil that we have done 

and also for the many times we have failed to do what we should do—

including our failures to return thanks. Through Jesus, you are cleansed 

and restored: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us 

our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 Jn 1:9). Through 

Christ’s cleansing, you are no longer separated from your Creator, but 

reconciled and restored through the death and resurrection of Christ. 

Even today as we gather in God’s house for the purpose of giving 

Him thanks, He is still all about giving and forgiving, cleansing and healing 

us. On Thanksgiving, we gather to thank and praise God, and yet our God 

can’t help but bless and give and cleanse, because that is who He is and 



that is what He does. As we gather for this Divine Service, God’s service to 

us, we learn how to return thanks properly. Before we partake of the 

Thanksgiving feast our Lord has set before us today, we will give thanks. 

In fact, the Lord’s Supper is called the Eucharist, which means “give 

thanks.” Before we partake, we do give thanks and pray before feasting at 

this table: “Let us give thanks to the Lord our God. It is right to give Him 

thanks and praise” (LSB, p 160). We offer a prayer of thanksgiving and 

pray the Lord’s Prayer. Just as Jesus gave thanks in the Upper Room both 

over the bread and the wine, so we give thanks for this bread and wine, 

this body and blood, that we are about to receive. 

When we prepare to approach the Lord’s Table, the prayer of the 

lepers becomes our own: “O Christ, Thou Lamb of God, that takest away 

the sin of the world, have mercy upon us, grant us Thy peace.” (LSB, p 198). 

Have mercy. Give us what we don’t deserve. The lepers prayed, “Jesus, 

Master, have mercy on us” (Lk 8:13), and they were cleansed. We pray, 

“Lamb of God, have mercy on us,” and we are cleansed, cleansed by the 

blood of Jesus and by His body, given to us in this Eucharistic feast. 



We also offer our thanks after we partake of this feast. Having received 

Christ’s body & blood with grateful hearts, we return thanks to the Lord. 

We return thanks after our hungry hearts are satisfied. We don’t receive 

this cleansing and just keep on walking like the nine lepers. We don’t eat 

and run; we don’t grab and go. Instead, we wait until all are finished and 

then we return thanks: “O give thanks unto the Lord, for He is good, and 

His mercy endureth forever” (LSB, p 200). “We give thanks to You, almighty God, 

that You have refreshed us through this salutary gift” (LSB, p 201). 

After the one leper returns to give thanks, Jesus sends him on his 

way with a blessing: “Rise and go your way; your faith has made you well” 

(v 19). With grateful hearts, we receive the Benediction, the blessing of 

our Lord, and we go on our way, cleansed, restored, and forgiven. 

In His Word, God instructs us to “give thanks in all circumstances” 

(1 Thess 5:18). All circumstances—when you’re hungry and when you’re full, 

when you’re in need and when you’re satisfied, giving thanks before, during, 

and after we receive the Lord’s gifts of both body and soul. So, with grateful 

hearts, we return thanks to the Lord, for He is good, and His mercy endures 

forever. Amen. 


