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The Authority to Cleanse our Sin (Matt. 8:1–17)

By Jacob D. Gerber

As Jesus preached in Matthew 5–7, his original hearers must have enjoyed what Christians 
sometimes call a “mountain-top experience.” They must have basked in the radiance of his teaching, 
as they were challenged, perplexed, astonished, encouraged, and mystified. Yet, now that the sermon 
is over, they must, with Jesus, come down from the mountain (v. 1). What will their lives be like 
when the descend from the glory of the mountain? Will Jesus shrink in stature from what he had 
been as a wise, authoritative teacher? Will the difficulties of day-to-day life eclipse Jesus’ glory by 
rendering him irrelevant? On the contrary, Jesus immediately demonstrates in Matthew 8:1–17 that 
his authority stretches beyond his teaching: Jesus has authority to cleanse us from sin.

A Priest who Cleanses Unclean Jews (Matt. 8:1–4)

As we transition beyond the Sermon on the Mount, we need to step back to gain our bearings 
within the Gospel of Matthew. In Matthew 3, we met John the Baptist (Matt. 3:1–12) and witnessed 
John’s baptism of Jesus (Matt. 3:13–17). Immediately after this baptism, the Holy Spirit led Jesus out 
in to the wilderness to be tempted by the devil (Matt. 4:1–11). It was only after gaining victory over 
the devil’s temptation that Jesus “began to preach” (Matt. 4:17) and began to gather his disciples 
(Matt. 4:18–22). Then, Matthew 4:23–25 gives us a general overview of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee 
through two kinds of activities: (1) preaching and teaching (“teaching in their synagogues and 
proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom”; Matt. 4:23), and (2) “healing every disease and every 
affliction among the people” (Matt. 4:23). The Sermon on the Mount, then, was the first extended 
view of Jesus’ preaching and teaching ministry (Matt. 5–7). Now, in Matthew 8–9, we find an 
extended view of Jesus’ healing (and other miracles) ministry.1 

Now, just as we observed a careful structuring to the Sermon on the Mount, so we also need to 
consider how these miracle narratives are structured. To begin, it is worth considering how Jesus’ 
miracles in Matthew 8–9 reinforce and develop our understanding of the “authority” that the crowds 
perceived when they listened to him teach (Matt. 7:28).2  It is not by accident that Matthew opens 
these healing narratives with a reminder of Jesus’ authoritative teaching: “When he came down from 
the mountain, great crowds followed him” (v. 1). Furthermore, the first three healing miracles hang 
together in a couple of different ways. Leon Morris, for example, observes that “Matthew starts this 
section with miracles of healings for three people who would all have been considered unlikely from 
the Jewish point of view: a leper (and thus unclean), a Gentile, and a woman. They bring out 

1 Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Matthew’s Gospel, 317.
2 France, The Gospel of Matthew, 300.
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something of the compassion and the wide sympathy of Jesus, as well as his power.”3 To take this 
idea one step further, we are also seeing the way that Jesus crosses different kinds of boundaries that 
had traditionally kept people from God. Jesus has come, however, to draw near to those who cannot 
draw near to God on their own.

First, Jesus meets a leper. This leper recognizes his inferiority to, and need of, Jesus: “a leper came 
to him and knelt before him, saying, ‘Lord…’” (v. 2a). There is considerable debate in the 
commentaries as to what this leper might mean by calling Jesus “Lord,” and there is a broad 
recognition that this word “Lord” is a form of respectful address that more or less what we mean 
when we call someone “Sir” in our own conversation. Lenski, however, acknowledges this reality 
and makes an important point: “Here, however, the leper’s petition reveals his true attitude toward 
Jesus. It is less what he asks that reveals his thought; it is more the way in which he asks. He fully 
believes in the power of Jesus to heal his leprosy with a single word: ‘thou canst cleanse me.’”4 The 
leper perceives Jesus as authoritative even over his disease.

Under the Old Testament law, lepers were separated from the rest of Israelites as unclean (Lev. 
13–14). It is important to notice, then, that the leper does not ask Jesus to heal him, but to cleanse 
him: “…if you will, you can make me clean” (v. 2b).5 Thus, leprosy was never simply a medical 
problem; much more, it symbolized and function as an outward form of spiritual pollution. A leper, 
then, was required to “wear torn clothes and let the hair of his head hang loose, and he shall cover his 
upper lip and cry out, ‘Unclean, unclean.’ He shall remain unclean as long as he has the disease. He is 
unclean. He shall live alone. His dwelling shall be outside the camp” (Lev. 13:45–46). Sometimes, 
modern people look at these leprosy laws as though they were cruel to lepers, but we must keep in 
mind that God ordained these laws. They may have been painful, but they were not cruel or evil. 
Part of God’s purpose for these laws was so that Jesus might reveal his glory by healing lepers who 
suffered in such a way.

We should not miss, then, what a scandalous thing it was when Jesus “stretched out his hand and 
touched him” (v. 3a).  To touch an leper would defile a person, rendering the other person unclean 
as well (Lev. 5:3).6 Calvin, however, notes that, “as Christ possesses such purity as to repel all filth and 
defilement, he does not, by touching, either pollute himself with leprosy, or become a transgressor of 
the law.”7 So, when this leper asked whether Jesus would be willing to cleanse him, and Jesus’ 
response is magnificent: “I will; be clean” (v. 3). As D. A. Carson writes, “at Jesus’ touch nothing 
remains defiled. Far from becoming unclean, Jesus makes the unclean clean. Both Jesus’ word and 
touch (8:15; 9:20–21, 29; 14:36) are effective possibly implying that authority is vested in his message 
as well as his person.”8

In v. 4, Jesus instructs the leper, “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.” This is an important point, 
since, as “the ceremonies of the law had not yet been repealed, Christ did not wish that they should 

3 Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, 187.
4 Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Matthew’s Gospel, 318.
5 Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, 189.
6 Blomberg, Matthew, 139; 
7 Calvin, Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 1:373–74.
8 Carson, “Matthew,” 236.
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be despised or neglected.”9 Beyond this, Jesus’ instructions to the leper frame the circumstances of 
this healing as an overcoming of the barriers of ceremonial law. It is not that Jesus has broken the 
ceremonial law, but that he has done what the law could not by cleansing the problem that separated 
the unclean from God.  The law outlined a clear process by which those who had been healed of 
their leprosy could be declared unclean (Lev. 14), but this provision had no power to cleanse the 
unclean (Lev. 14). Thus, this is not simply a story of Jesus’ overcoming social barriers, and it is 
certainly not about Jesus’ breaking any provision of the law. Rather, this is a story that shows Jesus’ 
authority to do what even the law could not. The leper, by calling Jesus “Lord,” and by confessing 
his confidence that Jesus had the power to cleanse, approached Jesus as “one who had authority, and 
not as their [priests]” (cf. Matt. 7:29).

A Temple who Comes to Unclean Gentiles (Matt. 8:5–13)

If the first story of healing deals with an unclean Jew, the second story deals with an unclean 
Gentile. Specifically, it is a Roman centurion who comes to Jesus,, symbolizing the oppressive power 
of Rome over the Jewish people.10 The centurion then asks for Jesus to heal his servant who is “lying 
paralyzed at home, suffering terribly” (v. 6). Grammatically, there is a special emphasis on Jesus’ 
insistence that he will “come” to heal the servant (v. 7),11 an offer that catches the centurion off-
guard: “Lord, I am not worthy to have you come under my roof, but only say the word, and my 
servant will be healed” (v. 8). That this Jewish rabbi should come under the roof of a Gentile is 
apparently something the centurion had imagined would be “quite impossible.”12

The centurion’s explanation for his confidence in Jesus’ ability to heal his servant from afar is 
instructive: “For I too am a man under authority, with soldiers under me. And I say to one, ‘Go,’ and 
he goes, and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes, and to my servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it” (v. 9). 
Here again we find a reflection on Jesus’ authority.13 The centurion is not drawing an exact 
comparison between him and Jesus: “The thought is: “‘If I, a subaltern, am able to have my will done 
by a mere word spoken by more, how much more thou, Jesus, who art the ruler himself.’…‘A man 
under authority’ humbly stresses the inferior position of the centurion over against the eminence of 
Jesus.”14 

Jesus is amazed (ESV: “marveled”) by this declaration of faith. Importantly, France observes that 
this “is the only time the verb thaumazō, ‘to be amazed,’ which typically describes people’s reaction to 
Jesus (8:27; 9:33; 15:31; 21:20; 22:22; 27:14), is used by Matthew with Jesus himself as the subject.”15 
While this Gentile was indeed alienated from the commonwealth of Israel (Eph. 2:12), Jesus declares 
that he has not found a similar faith with anyone in the nation of Israel (v. 10). This Gentile realizes, 

9 Calvin, Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 1:375.
10 Calvin, Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists, 1:380.
11 “Ἐγὼ ἐλθὼν θεραπεύσω αὐτόν.” A woodenly literal translation reflects the awkwardness of the word 

“come” in this sentence: “I, coming, will heal him.”
12 Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Matthew’s Gospel, 325–26.
13 France, The Gospel of Matthew, 302.
14 Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Matthew’s Gospel, 327.
15 France, The Gospel of Matthew, 315.
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however, what many of Jesus’ fellow Jews have not: namely, that Jesus is a man possessing real 
authority. If the centurion was shocked that Jesus should offer to come to his house, he must have 
been astounded at the next thing Jesus said: “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. In that place there will be weeping and gnashing of 
teeth” (v. 11–12). This Gentile will dine with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, 
while Jews will be thrown into the outer darkness of hell? It is not that Jesus is declaring God to be 
capricious or arbitrary. Rather, as Carson observes, “The crucial point for both Jews and Gentiles is 
their relation to Jesus.”16 Jesus does indeed heal the servant by a simple word (v. 13), but this 
represented a far greater word from the Lord.

A Sacrifice who Carries Away our Unclean Sin (Matt. 8:14–17)

The final section draws the authority of Jesus forward even more. Certainly, it is valuable to see 
Jesus’ care for women in the way he heals Peter’s mother-in-law (v. 14); however, this is not quite as 
remarkable as Jesus’ healing of a Jewish leper or a Roman centurion’s servant from a distance. Indeed, 
Old Testament prophets regularly helped women (e.g., 1 Kgs. 17:8–24; 2 Kgs. 4:1–37). It is 
important, however, that again Jesus “touched” this sick woman, as he had touched the leper (vv. 3, 
14). Additionally, it is interesting that Matthew declares that “many” others were healed from 
demonic oppression or who were sick, and that he did it “with a word” (v. 16). These are 
extraordinary miracles that we should not too quickly pass over in our admiration for Jesus.

Where this section underscores the authority of Jesus, however, is when Matthew tells us that all 
this Jesus does as a fulfillment of Isaiah 53:4: “He took our illnesses and bore our diseases.” France’s 
comment is important for avoiding a misunderstanding that the English translation of these verses 
seem to suggest: “the Hebrew verbs used, and Matthew’s Greek versions of them, need mean no 
more than that he took them away, and Matthew does not suggest that Jesus himself became ill in 
order to heal.”17 Rather, these point to the fact that Jesus took away our illnesses and bore away our 
diseases. Furthermore, in the context of the whole passage of Isaiah 52:13–53:12 (which virtually all 
commentators agree is in full view, even though Matthew only quotes one verse from this passage), 
we have a stunning declaration that Jesus is the long-prophesied Suffering Servant. 

This statement draws together the preaching and the healing ministries of Jesus, as well as to 
underscore the nature of Jesus authority, as Lenski describes well: 

Isa. 53:4–7 describes the Messiah as our substitute. Loaded down with our terrible burden, he 
appears as the suffering and dying Messiah. From this grand prophetic portrait Matthew 
quotes one line, which, however, he regards as a part of the whole. He sees Jesus in his entire 
ministry as our substitute, as the burden-bearer who loaded on himself all our sins and all 
their penalties. At the close of that ministry, by the atoning death, the whole load would be 
borne away. But throughout the course of that ministry Jesus took up and treated as his own 

16 Carson, “Matthew,” 240.
17 France, The Gospel of Matthew, 323.
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burden men’s sins and the terrible ravages of these sins. By means of all his preaching and 
teaching he was freeing men from the grip of their sins, and by means of his constant 
healings he was freeing them also from the disease and the pains brought on them through 
sin. Like the prophet, Matthew does not separate the two.18

Jesus is the authoritative teacher who is greater than Moses, and he is the authoritative healer whose 
greatness seeks even to dislodge the curse of sin from human beings. To establish this authority, 
however, Jesus must suffer and die on the cross: “with his wounds we are healed” (Isa. 53:5). His 
death, therefore, does not discredit him or repudiate his ministry. Rather, it is the capstone of his 
ministry, fulfilling all the promises about him that God made through the promises, prophecies, 
types, and shadows of the Old Testament, and all that Jesus himself promised through his ministry. 

Discussion Questions

1. How do these narratives of healing fit in with the larger context of Jesus’ public ministry, from 
Matthew 4–9? What is significant about Jesus’ being approached by a leper immediately upon 
descending from teaching on the mountain? What did the old covenant law say about lepers in Israel 
(Lev. 13–14)? What does Jesus do that transcends the weakness of the old covenant law? How does 
Jesus demonstrate his authority by healing this leper?

2. In what way were Gentiles considered unclean? Why does Jesus give special emphasis to his 
“coming” to heal the centurion’s servant (v. 7)? What causes Jesus to “marvel”  at the centurion’s 
faith? How does Jesus’ coming near to this Gentile transcend the weakness of old covenant 
provisions for a temple by which God would draw near to his people? How does Jesus demonstrate 
his “authority” (v. 9) by healing this centurion’s servant?

3. What stands out to you as Jesus heals Peter’s mother-in-law (vv. 14–15)? What stands out to you 
as Jesus heals many with various physical sicknesses and demonic oppressions (v. 16)? In what way 
do these healings connect with the verse Matthew quotes here, from Isaiah 53:4? In what way does 
Jesus “take” our illnesses and “bear” our diseases? How does Jesus demonstrate his authority by these 
healings?

4. In what ways are we unclean? In what ways do we need to be cleansed from uncleanness? How 
do Jesus’ wounds heal us (Isa. 53:5)? Where does your conscience particularly prick you for 
uncleanness, pollution, and impurity? How have you sought to soothe your conscience when you 
think about sins that make you feel “dirty” and unclean? What does Jesus want you to know here 
about his own authority to cleanse your defiled conscience?

18 Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Matthew’s Gospel, 336.


