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I. Introduction


The Gospel of Matthew was written to Jewish readers to prove that Jesus was the promised King or Messiah of Israel foretold by the Old Testament prophets.   With that in mind, in the first 4 chapters, Matthew introduced Jesus, beginning with Jesus’ pedigree and the 1st acts of His ministry.  In the next 3 chapters, in the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew gave the principles of the King which were based on God’s Word.  Since these teachings went against the religious beliefs and practices of the day, this didn’t make Jesus many friends among the Pharisees or the scribes.  Now in chapters 8 and 9, using 10 different examples, Matthew demonstrated the power of the King.  Compared with similar accounts in Mark and Luke, it’s seen that they aren’t necessarily in chronological order.  Matthew used his own plan or as we would say today—rubric—to group them into 3 different groups.  Each group concluded with an incident relating to discipleship.  Today’s Scripture emphasizes Counting the Cost.

Jesus’ miracles were proof of His divinity and were credentials of His Messiahship.  In John 5:36 Jesus said, “I have testimony weightier than that of John.  For the very work that the Father has given me to finish, and which I am doing, testifies that the Father has sent me.”  Throughout His ministry, Jesus showed a special compassion towards those whom society held in low esteem.  The first 3 miracles that Matthew recorded were to outcasts of Jewish society—a leper, a Gentile slave, and a woman.
II. Healing of Outcasts

     A. First, the Healing of a Leper  After Jesus came down from teaching the Sermon on the Mount, “a man with leprosy came and knelt before him.”  In Jesus’ day, there were a number of diseases which were categorized as leprosy.  It varied from things like psoriasis and ringworm to Hansen’s disease which is our name today for leprosy.  When one was diagnosed with leprosy, he was immediately and completely banished from human society.  Turn to the Law regarding leprosy in Leviticus 13:45-46.  This leper had been driven out from society, but, somehow, he knew that Jesus could help him.  Leprosy is an illustration of sin.  Like leprosy, sin infests the whole person and is ugly, it corrupts the body, contaminates others, and is incurable by man.  Lepers in ancient Israel were dramatic object lessons of the results of sin and how it should be dealt with.


Four things about this particular leper stand out.  First, he came with confidence.  If he had come near an orthodox scribe or Pharisee, they would have thrown stones at him or even run away.  Somehow, he knew that Jesus was not afraid or ashamed of him.  Somehow, he knew Jesus loved him.  He didn’t shout to Jesus from a distance, he came before Him with confidence.  Luke wrote that “he fell with his face to the ground” (Luke 5:12-16).  He came with reverence.  As well as kneeling with his face to the ground, he called Jesus, “Lord.”  Unlike the Pharisees and scribes and probably everyone else standing around Jesus, he recognized the Son of God and bowed before Him in reverence.  He came with humility.  He didn’t demand to be healed, he said, “If you are willing.”  He didn’t claim to be worthy or deserving.  He left himself in Jesus’ hands.  If it was God’s will, he would remain a leper.  He didn’t claim any rights, his 1st concern wasn’t himself—it was the Lord’s will.  Finally, he came in faith.  He said, “You can make me clean.”  The man knew Jesus was capable of healing him, but He wasn’t obligated.  The leper had the faith of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego who, when they stood before Nebuchadnezzar, said, “If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from your hand, O king. But even if he does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up.” (Dan. 3:17-18)

Jesus’ 1st response was compassion—“He reached out His hand and touched the man.”  It may have been years since the leper had been touched by anyone.  Jesus could have healed him with a word, but by touching him, Jesus showed His love for the man.  Then the man’s faith was rewarded; Jesus’ second response was to heal him.  The healing was instantaneous.  The man wasn’t healed by stages.  Just like our sins, his disease was instantly and totally removed.


Jesus told the man not to tell others.  Jesus didn’t want people clamoring just for miracles.  Those gathered around during the healing would bear enough witness to Jesus’ power.  Although Jesus didn’t follow the unbiblical standards and principles of the Pharisees, He did obey God’s Law.  There was a prescribed process in Leviticus 14 that needed to be followed so that the man would be declared “clean.”  So, Jesus told him to “show yourself to the priest.”  It’s understandable, but the man didn’t obey Christ; he told everybody what the Lord had done!  Mark 1:45 says that “as a result, Jesus could no longer enter a town openly but stayed outside in lonely places.  Yet people still came to him from everywhere.”  
     B. Healing of the Centurion’s Servant  
Matthew then wrote, “When Jesus entered Capernaum, a centurion came to him.”  Luke says the centurion felt so unworthy to approach Jesus that he sent some Jewish intermediaries.  Luke gave more details about this healing, turn to Luke 7:1-10.  Although this centurion was a Gentile or, maybe, a Samaritan, in command of part of the occupying Roman army, he was well respected by the Jews of Capernaum.  It would seem that, like most of the centurions in the New Testament; he was a God-fearing Gentile.  There was something else very special about this centurion—his attitude towards his servant.  The average slave owner of the day had no more regard for his slave than for an animal.  The Greek philosopher Aristotle said there could be no friendship and no justice toward inanimate things, not even toward a horse, an ox, or a slave, because master and slave were considered to have nothing in common.  “A slave,” he said, “is a living tool, just as a tool is an inanimate slave.”  But this centurion from Capernaum had a deep compassion for his suffering servant.  

Jesus knew the man's heart and did not need to hear a direct request from either the centurion or from the Jews who came on his behalf.  He simply responded in love, “I will go and heal him.”  As Luke wrote, when Jesus came near to his house, the centurion saw him and sent some friends out to meet Him.  He felt truly unworthy for Jesus to go to that much trouble just for him.  He also didn’t want Jesus to break the Jewish tradition of not entering the house of a Gentile in order to avoid becoming ceremonially unclean.  
In his faith, the centurion understood that Jesus was a man of authority.  All Jesus had to do was speak the word and the disease would obey Him—the way a soldier obeyed his officer.  The centurion had great faith in Jesus.  He knew that distance presented no problem to Jesus.

As God, Jesus knew men’s hearts, but in His humanness, He was “astonished” by this Gentile soldier who showed more faith in Him than anyone in Israel.  Many Jews believed in Jesus, but none had shown the love, humility and faith like the centurion had.  A little later in Matthew 8:26—Jesus said to His disciples, “You of little faith, why are you so afraid?”  Jesus confirmed the centurion’s faith—“’It will be done just as you believed it would.’ And his servant was healed at that very hour.”  

Knowing that this centurion was just the beginning of many Gentiles that would make Jesus their Lord and Savior, Jesus said, “Many will come from the east and the west and will take their places at the feast.”  At the same time, Jesus was saying that those who reject Him, including those physical descendants of Abraham, i.e., “subjects of the kingdom,” will not have a place in heaven.  Jesus had some harsh words for the children of Abraham, especially after all they had seen and heard.  Turn to John 8:42-47. 

     C. Finally, there was the Healing of Peter’s Mother-In-Law  The first thing many Jewish men did every morning was pray, “Lord, I thank Thee that I was not born a slave, a Gentile, or a woman.”  In Matthew’s 1st two miracles, Jesus showed mercy and compassion to an outcast leper and to an outcast Gentile and his slave.  Now He showed compassion to a woman.  No one could miss Matthew’s point that neither race or social status or gender were important to Jesus.  As Galatians 3:28 says, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor fee, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”

“When Jesus came into Peter’s house, he saw Peter’s mother-in-law lying in bed with a fever.  He touched her hand, and the fever left her, and she got up and began to wait on him.”  Jesus’ response and healing were immediate.  Jesus’ miracle took care of the fever and all the symptoms.  She got up and according to Mark and Luke, served everyone there was well as Jesus.

This seems like a “minor miracle,” but the results were major.  Turn to Mark 1:29-34.  After sundown (when the Sabbath had ended), the whole city gathered at the door so that the Lord might meet their needs.  The change in one woman’s life led to miracles in the lives of many people.  And, as he has done before, Matthew showed that what Jesus did was a fulfillment of Old Testament prophesies, this time he quoted from Isaiah 53:4: “He took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows.”  Jesus was the promised Messiah.

III. Counting the Cost—some disappointed disciples


Opposition hadn’t really begun yet, so large crowds were following Jesus.  To get away from the pressure of the crowd, Jesus was about to get into a boat “to cross to the other side of the lake.”  But before He could, a couple of “would-be” disciples came to Him.  The first was a scribe, a teacher of the Law.  Scribes were authorities in Jewish law and worked closely with the Pharisees.  They were highly educated and were the scholarly class of Jewish society.  And because of this, they would live in the lap of luxury.

Jesus knew that a strong profession doesn’t necessarily indicate a strong commitment—we might say, “Actions speak louder than words.”  The scribe had heard Jesus’ teachings and had seen His miracles, but he hadn’t counted the cost of discipleship which included self-denial, sacrifice, and, possible, suffering.  Jesus’ proverb about the “foxes and birds” represented the relatively painful sacrifice of homelessness.  But the scribe only wanted to add some excitement to his life or have the prestige of identifying with a popular leader; he was unwilling to pay any price for this faith.  No more is heard of him.

The second “would-be” disciple seemed to make a reasonable request, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.”  But this didn’t necessarily mean that the man’s father was dead.  This was a common Middle East figure of speech that referred to a son’s responsibility to help his father in the family business until the father died and the inheritance was distributed.  Such a commitment could involve a long period of time, depending on the age of the father.  Since a man’s inheritance was lost or reduced if he did not fulfill his expected responsibilities to the family, the phrase “I must bury my father” was really saying, "I want to wait until I receive my inheritance.”

This 2nd disciple didn’t want to risk losing his inheritance by following Jesus.  He wanted to be a follower but he wanted to focus on his personal life.  Jesus told him to “Let the world take care of the things of the world.”  He needed to get his priorities right.  Discipleship means total commitment to Jesus.
IV. Conclusion

In today’s Scripture, we see several people come to Christ with requests, “How do you come to Christ?”  Do you come with confidence of His love and compassion for you?  1 John 3:16 says, “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.”  Do you come with a reverent spirit to Him or is He just the “Big Guy up there”?  Psalm 46:10 says, "Be still, and know that I am God; I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted in the earth."  Do you come with humility asking only that God’s will be done?  That’s what we pray every Sunday as we recite the Lord’s Prayer together—“Thy will be done.”  Do you mean it?  Do you come in faith believing in God’s power?  Hebrews 11:1 says, “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.”  Philippians 4:13 says, “I can do all this through him who gives me strength.”  Do you really believe this?

But remember, coming with confidence, reverence, humility, and faith doesn’t mean that you will always get the “healing” or the “thing” you want.  Paul had absolute faith in God’s ability to heal him; he had personally experienced it—e.g., in Acts 14:19-20, he had been left dead after being stoned but was healed.  He was, also, used as the instrument of God’s miraculous healing to others.  But when he prayed 3 times in great earnestness for his own “thorn in the flesh” to be removed, the Lord’s answer was, “No.”  Turn to 2 Corinthians 12:7-10.  

Finally, as we saw in the 2 “would-be” disciples, have you counted the cost of being a disciple?  Is Jesus really Lord of your life?  Who or what is really number ONE in your life?  Coming to Jesus Christ is coming on His terms, not your own.  You have to come to Him in humility, meekness, with a spirit which hungers and thirsts for God’s righteousness.  Like Paul, you need to be willing to be hated, reviled, and persecuted for Jesus’ sake.  In Matthew 16:24 Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”  The Lord may not take away comforts, money, or relationships with others, but all of those things—and everything else besides—must be given over to Him, to do with as He pleases.  Otherwise, He is not Lord, not matter how much you may profess your allegiance to Him.  Have you counted the cost of being a disciple of Jesus; of being a Christian?  Are you a true disciple or a “would-be” disciple?
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