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“JESUS TOOK OUR INFIRMITIES AND BORE OUR DISEASES”

Matthew 8:1-17 (p. 7 NT)


In this text Matthew has arranged three accounts of Jesus’ healing ministry.  Many Americans respect and admire our physicians because they often function as God’s agents of healing.  Arrogance is one temptation physicians face.  An elderly woman walked into her physician’s exam room and said, “Doctor, you probably don’t remember me, but ten years ago you told me to go home, go to bed, and stay there till you called back.  But you never called.”  The physician replied, “Didn’t I?  Well then, what are you doing out of bed?”  
Some physicians have been accused of “playing God.”  A man was on a tour of Heaven his first day after arriving there.  Waiting in a very long and slow lunch line in the celestial cafeteria, the man noticed someone cut in line.  Irritated, he later complained, “Did you see that man cut in the lunch line?  What right did he have to jump in front of many of us who had been waiting so long?”  The other person asked, “By any chance, was he wearing a white coat with a stethoscope around his neck?”  The man answered, “As a matter of fact, he was.”  “Oh,” responded the other man, “don’t let that bother you.  That was God.  He loves to play doctor.”

The first of these healings involved a leper.  Leprosy begins with scaly skin that eventually leads to horrible sores and ulcers.
In the first-century lepers were treated as both social and religious outcasts.  A leper was “ritually unclean” and completely banished from society, because of the fear that it was a highly contagious disease.  


Matthew tells us that a leper came to Jesus and knelt before him in a posture of respect and worship.  He said to Jesus, “Lord, if you choose, you can make me clean.”  Jesus demonstrated his willingness to heal the man by doing the unthinkable, by touching the man!  

While Jesus might have healed at a distance or simply by word of command, Jesus stretched out his hand and touched the leper and said, “Be made clean!” and immediately he was!  Jesus thereby became ritually unclean and also risked contracting the disease himself!
 
To fulfill the law’s demands, Jesus told the former leper to show himself to the priest so that he might be pronounced clean and offer the appropriate sacrifice, before re-entering society.

Next in Capernaum a Roman centurion came to Jesus with a request, “Lord, my servant is lying at home paralyzed, in terrible distress.”  The centurion seems to deeply care about his servant.  Jesus’ response was probably in the form of a question in the original Greek – “You want me to come and heal him?” drawing out the logical implication of the centurion’s report.   Healing this Gentile’s servant would pose a problem for most first-century Jews, because Gentiles were “unclean people” and entering a Gentile’s home would make Jesus ritually “unclean.” 
In spite of those regulations, Jesus offered to accompany the centurion to his home to heal his servant.  Remarkably, the centurion confessed that he was not worthy to have Jesus enter his home.  He said simply, “I am accustomed to giving orders and having others obey.  Just give the order of healing and I know my servant will be healed.”  

In response, Jesus commented that he hadn’t yet discovered this sort of faith even in Israel and then said that many, including Gentiles, will come from many different points of origin and sit at table, feasting in the kingdom of heaven.   Finally Jesus ordered the centurion’s servant healed, and he was in fact healed instantaneously at that very hour!  So Jesus healed the servant of the unclean centurion at a distance, without ever having met him!  

In our text so far Jesus has healed a social and religious outcast, then the servant of an unclean Roman centurion.  Next Matthew tells us the simple story of how Jesus healed Peter’s mother-in-law, who lay in bed with a fever.  Jesus took the initiative in healing her.  Her healing was also instantaneous, so that she was able immediately to get up from bed to serve Jesus and the others in her home.

Then Matthew tells us, “That evening they brought to him many were who possessed with demons; and he cast out the spirits with a word, and cured all who were sick.”  
Finally, Matthew adds an important word of interpretation.  “This was to fulfill what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah, ‘He took our infirmities and bore our diseases.’”  Matthew quotes from Isaiah chapter 53 about the “suffering servant of the Lord” and applies those words to Jesus’ healing ministry.  Those words have at least two principle meanings.  They may mean to literally “take on” and “bear” another’s sickness.  The verbs “to take” and “to bear” may also mean to take away or remove via healing.  Both accurately describe Jesus’ healing ministry!
As Scripture scholar Dale Bruner writes, “Until now we had not been particularly conscious that Jesus was exactly carrying anything of ours.  Yet when we look at the last three stories in light of Isaiah’s Word we can see that Jesus was, according to the persuasion of his time, taking on the leprosy (and the cultic uncleanness of the leper) by touching him and that he was carrying away the disease and its ostracizing consequences.  Jesus was also perfectly willing to take on the legal “sickness” of the gentile world (and the spiritual separatist sickness of his own religious community) by going right to and into the house of the unclean gentile.  When Jesus touched the feverish woman (rather than keeping his distance in order to avoid a physical infection or a legal infraction) he once again both took on and carried away the causes and consequences of the woman’s uncleanness and sickness.  And when Jesus exorcized demons he came into dangerous contact with the ultimately unclean.  Jesus’ whole life, then, and not only his cross, is to be seen as his fulfilling the role of the Suffering Servant by being willing to take on and carry away anything wrong with us, from leprosy to demon possession” (p.311; c.1987; The Christbook – A Historical Theological Commentary; Matthew 1-12; Waco; Word Books).   
In 1922, 46-year-old American doctor Claude H. Barlow served at Shaohsing Christian Hospital near Shanghai.  On Nov. 27 of that year he polished off his dinner, then swallowed 132 larval flatworms called flukes as part of a medical experiment to try to find a cure for the widespread disease they caused, killing many.  In 14 years as a medical missionary, he’d seen tens of thousands of infected Chinese men, women, and children, many of whom died when the flatworms took up residence in their bodies and their numbers swelled into the thousands.  He succeeded in bringing about a truly heavy infection.  On Feb. 27 of the year following he ended his pain with a dose of carbon tetrachloride (a toxic liquid once used for dry cleaning).  The treatment worked and Barlow expelled the worms in two days.  Barlow published his research in 1923, detailing for the first time that people get the flukes from water chestnuts, the skins of which are dotted with fluke larvae.  Simply cook the nuts or peel them by hand, Barlow advised; and wherever he spread his advice, infection rates plummeted.  Like Jesus, Barlow “bore our illnesses” in order to find cures for them.


After telling us that the suffering servant bears our sicknesses in verse 4 of chapter 53, Isaiah tells us in verse 5 that the suffering servant also bears our sins as well.  “He was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed.”  Sickness and sin are connected in biblical thought because originally sickness entered our world as a consequence of our sinful rebellion against God.  

Elsewhere Matthew tells us that Jesus bore our sin by dying for us on the cross, alluding to Isaiah 53:12.   For example Isa. 53:12 speaks of the suffering servant, who “poured out himself to death, and was numbered with the transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many.”   Paralleling that, at the last supper, Jesus said, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 26:28).   

Friends, Jesus is able not only to heal from sickness, but from its underlying cause, from the deadly spiritual virus called sin.  He did so by absorbing our on the cross and carrying it away!  Jesus the Great Physician is not only the bearer of our sicknesses, but of our sins as well!  Amen.
