Today, we come to a new section of Matthew's gospel. In 4:23, Matthew  declared, “And he [Jesus] went throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction among the people.” And as if to establish his point, the apostle then proceeds to give us a clear example of Jesus' teaching and preaching (chapters 5-7) as well as a clear example of Jesus' healing and miracle-working (chapters 8-9). We know Matthew arranged it this way for a couple of reasons: 1) the stories in chapter 8-9 are not in chronological order but are arranged topically, and 2) the whole section ends with an almost exact replication of 4:23: “And Jesus went throughout all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom ad healing every disease and every affliction” (9:35). 

Matthew's central purpose is to present to us Jesus of Nazareth – helping us understand who He was as well as how we should respond to Him. In chapters 1-4, he did that by showing how numerous events in Jesus' life demonstrated that He was the promised Messiah of the Old Testament by fulfilling various prophecies made in that Old Testament. Then, in chapters 5-7, he gave us a display of Jesus' authority in teaching and preaching. Now, in chapters 8-9, he gives us a display of Jesus' authority in healing and working miracles. 

That said, we should note that even these two chapters focusing on miracles are not devoid of teaching. Interestingly, the various miracles in these chapters are arranged in such a way that a series of miracles is punctuated by a specific element of teaching or exhortation. In this way, it seems, Matthew tells of Jesus' miracle-working power while refusing to reduce Him to a mere wonder-worker. The miracles themselves serve to point to even deeper realities. And this is not just Matthew's strategy – as we will see, Jesus wanted to make this point very clearly as well. He most certainly possessed the authority to heal and work miracles, but He was also after much more than that and came to do much more than that. 

So, with that understanding of the broader context, we can turn our attention to the first set of miracles laid out in Matthew 8:1-22. The section breaks down into three main parts, and each part – in varying orders – both reveals Christ to us (namely His compassion and His power) as well as shows us how we should think about, and respond to, Him. Put very simply, in this first cycle of miracles, we see that Jesus is both mighty and compassionate, and we see that we should respond to Him with humble faith and wholehearted commitment. 

I. Episode 1: A Leper Healed (8:1-4)

The text begins with a to-the-point account of Jesus healing a leper (8:1-4): “When he came down from the mountain, great crowds followed him. And behold, a leper came to him and knelt before him, syaing, 'Lord, if you will, you can make me clean.' And Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him, saying, 'I will; be clean.' And immediately his leprosy was cleansed. And Jesus said to him, 'See that you say nothing to anyone, but go, show yourself to the priest and offer the gift that Moses commanded, for a proof to them.'” 

Each part of this short account is instructive. First of all, we should take note of the leper's faith in verses 1-2. He recognized, and owned, his neediness. And he came to the One who could help. Rather than hiding his neediness so as to be accepted or so as to “impress” Jesus, he came honestly and made His request. And we should note as well that his honest request rested on what He knew of Jesus. He knew that Jesus could make him well and that realization motivated His hopeful request. 

Second, we should take note of Jesus' compassion. It would be easy to jump straight to the healing and miss this, but Jesus does far more than merely heal this man's body. First, he listens to the man's request. The Old Testament Law itself declared that lepers were outcasts who had to live in isolation outside the community (Lev. 13:45-46). They were completely cut off from the fellowship of God's people. No doubt they were routinely shunned and ignored because of their disease. And yet, Jesus listens to this man. Then, even more astoundingly, he touches him. No one touched lepers because they were unclean and anything with which they came in contact became unclean. In the Old Testament Law, God's people were called to avoid unclean things because the unclean will pollute what is pure. But Jesus radically changed that reality. He willingly touched the man – no doubt touching something far deeper than skin in the process – and instead of the unclean polluting the clean, the perfectly clean purified the unclean. Jesus demonstrated far more than power on this occasion. He showed compassion and care. He showed not only that He could heal but that He was willing to heal and wanted to heal. 

That said, we should not miss the fact that Jesus did demonstrate His power. With a mere word and a simple touch, He completely removed every blemish that tainted the man's skin. Here we see an incredible demonstration of Jesus' authority over sickness and the human body. Even the worst sicknesses and illnesses are not troublesome for Him, because He has absolute control over all things. This is a clear demonstration of Jesus' absolute power. 

And we should be careful not to skip over the final instruction Jesus gives to the man. After healing him, Jesus gives him very clear instructions not to tell anyone what has happened and to go to the priest and offer the proper sacrifices as prescribed in the Old Testament law – in this case an offering of two birds that would begin a week-long process of cleansing. This is important to note because it points to the reality that there is something bigger and deeper than physical healing. Jesus was not merely concerned with the man's body being healed but with him being right with God. Jesus made clear that the man's problem was not merely an external skin problem but the internal fellowship problem that the skin disease produced. He wanted the man not only to be physically well but to be rightly related to God. He was demonstrating that He was far more than a mere wonder-worker. And he called the man to be silent about what would happened because such proclamation would only lead to further misunderstanding of Jesus' mission – as if physical healing was the main reason He came. It was not, and Jesus made that clear by telling the man to keep quiet and go offer the proper sacrifices.   

II. Episode 2: A Gentile's Servant Healed (8:5-13)

The second episode contains many of the same elements as the first. Once again, it involves someone who would have been considered an outcast in Jewish society – in this case, a Gentile. Once again, we see a wonderful model of how we ourselves should approach Jesus – a model pointed to by Jesus Himself. And, once again, we see Jesus' identity on full display. 

First, we see the centurion demonstrate the same humble faith as the leper. The text says, “When he [Jesus] entered Caperneum, a centurion came forward to him, appealing to him, 'Lord, my servant is lying paralyzed at home, suffering terribly'” (8:5-6). Like the leper, the centurion recognized the need of this situation. He recognized his own (and, even more, his servant's) need. Moreover, he (rightly) recognized that Jesus was sufficient to meet that need. After Jesus says that He will come to the house, the centurion says, “Lord, I am not worthy to have you come under my roof, but only say the word, and my servant will be healed. For I too am a man under authority, with soldiers under me. And I say to one, 'God,' and he goes, and to another, 'Come,' and he comes, and to my servant, 'Do this,' and he does it'” (8:8-9). Jesus is astounded by this reply and commends it as demonstrating faith that should be imitated. On every front, this centurion's attitude is commendable. He is humble – recognizing His own inferiority to Jesus. He knows Christ and recognizes Him as possessing great authority. And, at least in this instance, he trusts Christ to do what he knows cannot be done by anyone else. He is trusting Christ to do this. And He was confident that Jesus could do it because He recognized Jesus' identity. 

Second, this episode shows us both Jesus' compassion and power once again. Just like in the previous episode, Jesus shows kindness to this Gentile and agrees to heal his servant. After hearing the request, Jesus says, “I will come and heal him” (8:7). Even though, as He will make clear later, He was sent only “to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 15:24), Jesus shows mercy to this Gentile soldier and grants his request. Here again, we see Jesus' compassion. He is willing to help this man in need. 

And we also see Jesus' power. He heals the servant instantly with a word. At the end of the section, we read, “And to the  centurion Jesus said, 'Go; let it be done for you as you have believed.' And the servant was healed at that very moment” (8:13). Without seeing, or touching, the sick servant, Jesus heals him – even from a great distance. 

And just like with the previous episode, we see Jesus shift the focus from the actual healing itself to the deeper reality of eternity and sin and fellowship with God. After the centurion's answer inspires such awe in Jesus, He declares, “Truly, I tell you, with no one in Israel have I found such faith. I tell you, many will come from east and west and recline at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, while the sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness. It that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (8:11-12). Here we see Jesus use the centurion's faith as a springboard into something far bigger than just physical healing. Jesus makes the point that this man's faith is just a foretaste of the ultimate Kingdom when many Gentiles will sit and enjoy fellowship with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob while some of the Jews themselves will not be able to enter. Presumably, Jesus is saying that the distinction will be the presence of such faith as the centurion's faith. Once again, there is a much bigger point here. The faith of the centurion is not just important in this instance of physical healing but on the grander scale of eternal destiny. In fact, Jesus seems to intimate that the eternal destinies of human beings rest on the presence (or absence) of such faith. So, once again, we see that Jesus is not merely concerned with physical healing but with the far deeper reality of the heart and how it responds to Him and, in turn, to the Father. 

III. Episode 3: Various other Healings (8:14-22)

The final section of the text is a bit different from the previous two in a few ways. First of all, it does not include an explicit example of an individual coming to Jesus in faith (like the leper or the centurion). Rather, this episode focuses almost exclusively on Jesus and His authority to be able to heal all who came to Him. Second, rather than focusing on just one event, this section describes a number of events. Third, this section focuses more directly on what Jesus' actions revealed about Him as well as what it means to actually follow Him. 

This final section begins with more accounts of healing: “And when Jesus entered Peter's house, he saw his mother-in-law lying sick with a fever. He touched her hand, and the fever left her, and she rose and began to serve him. That evening they brought to him many who were oppressed by demons, and he cast out the spirits with a word and healed all who were sick” (8:14-16). 

Once again, in these verses, we see the character of Christ on full display. Once again, He is compassionate: upon seeing Peter's mother-in-law, He is moved to help her and when people are brought to Him, He graciously takes the time to heal them all. Truly, as the end of this larger section of Matthew will make clear, He had compassion for them (9:36). Once again, and over-and-over again, Jesus demonstrates His willingness to help those in need. 

And, once again, we see Jesus' power clearly displayed. Nothing proves too difficult for Him. His grand authority is on full display: over sickness and demons alike. As we have seen already, Jesus' authority – in both word and action – is beyond question. 

But, at this point in the text, Matthew adds a note that helps us better understand why all these healings are so important. He writes, “This was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah: 'He took our illnesses and bore our diseases'” (8:17). What was the purpose of all of these miracles? According to Matthew, it was – at least in large part – to make clear that Jesus was the Servant described in Isaiah 53. As that servant, He came to take our illnesses and bear our diseases. He came to take away such sickness. But, by this brief quote, we are once again pointed to far bigger and deeper realities. You see, the Servant of Isaiah 53 not only takes our illnesses and bears our diseases but is wounded for our transgressions and crushed for our iniquities (Isa. 53:5). Ultimately, Jesus dealt with illnesses and diseases not just by healing them but by addressing the root cause of them in the first place on the cross.  The One who came healing bodies came ultimately to heal souls – and, in turn, truly heal bodies. This is an allusion by Matthew to what would come later in Jesus' death on the cross. Ultimately, Jesus' extensive work of healing and casting out demons was intended to highlight His identity and authority as the Son of God to whom all authority would be given. And they were intended to make clear that He was the Messiah who came to do far more than just heal sickness. He came to bring and establish the Kingdom of God in all of its fullness and glory. And the central way He is doing that is by defeating all His enemies and saving His people from their sins. Matthew – by quoting Isaiah 53 – points us to these deeper realities. 

And, as with the other parts of this section, we are once again pointed to some deeper realities and given at least a glimpse into how we should respond to this glorious Messiah who has come. The proper response to this Messiah is to come to Him in humble faith – recognizing His greatness and following Him as our King. Interestingly, even those around Jesus at the time recognized this. Matthew gives us a couple of examples of this to close this section. Two men come to Jesus seeking to follow Him even more closely. And interestingly, instead of immediately signing them up, Jesus takes the opportunity to help them understand what they are doing and count the costs. In short, Jesus makes clear that we should follow Him. First of all, we should follow Him no matter the cost (8:18-20). In response to the man's declaration that He will follow Jesus wherever, Jesus declares that He has no place to lay His head. He is making clear to the man that following Him will not be a road of ease and pleasure but a road of difficulty. As we saw last week, the road of life is hard and not easy. Jesus calls us to follow Him – and makes clear that the cost could be great. Second of all, Jesus makes clear that we should follow Him in such a way that our primary allegiance is to Him and no one else (8:21-22). In response to a man asking if he can “bury his father” before following Jesus, Jesus says he should leave the dead to bury their own dead. It seems that the man's father is still alive and he is asking Jesus to let him go care for his father until he dies. This could have been years in the future. And Jesus – while obviously holding up care for parents as a good thing – makes clear that those who follow Him must be committed first and foremost to Him. He must be primary. He will not settle for secondary allegiance. 

Conclusion

So, why this section of Matthew's gospel? Why these healings? In short, these healings are intended to reveal to us the true identity and nature of Christ. He is the compassionate and almighty Messiah who has come to take our illnesses and bear our diseases – and ultimately, to bear our iniquities and save His people from their sins. He is the servant of Isaiah 53 who has come to make things right.

And, as such, we should respond to Him in humble faith. Like the leper and the centurion, we need to recognize our need as well as recognize Jesus' sufficiency and come to Him. He is able to meet every need of ours – be it physical or spiritual. He is able to transform us and bring us into true fellowship with the Father. He is able to cleanse us and heal us and deliver us – physically and spiritually. 

As we come to the table, I pray that we would marvel again at the person of Christ. He is the almighty King of all things, and He is exalted at the right hand of the Father. He has come to make the sick well and to seek and save those who are lost. We should humble ourselves before Him, make our requests known and follow Him as faithful disciples – whatever the cost. Amen. 

