
  
“Is there healing in the Atonement?”  

  
A short study on Matthew 8:17  

  
  

" This was to fulfil what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah: "He took 
our illnesses and bore our diseases." Matt 8:17 
 " 
“Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows"  Isaiah 53:4 
  
Is there healing in the cross? Does the Atonement include not only 
forgiveness of sins but also healing of the body? 
  
1.  If we are to view Isaiah 53:4 as teaching the healing ministry of 
Jesus we must be prepared to take the entire verse as it stands 
thereby adding the second part of verse 4, “…yet we esteemed him 
stricken, smitten by God and afflicted”. This means that if the 
statement teaches that Jesus was "stricken, smitten by God and 
afflicted" by our sicknesses, we must be saying that He also became 
sick, ill and diseased on the cross. We know from reading the Epistles 
that He bore our sins ( 1 Peter 2:24 "He himself bore our sins in his 
body on the tree..") and that He was "made sin for us...." ( 2 Cor 5:21), 
but there is no indication in the NT epistles that on the cross He took 
our sicknesses, or that God smote Him with sickness. 
  
  
2. If we take this passage in Matthew to suggest that there is "healing 
in the cross" then we are in the dangerous position of suggesting that 
healing must accompany salvation through faith. This means that just 
as our sins are forgiven through the cross so there 
is automatic healing of all our sicknesses. You cannot have the one 
without the other. In practice, however, we know that sickness is not 
automatically healed. The inference could be that if sickness is not 
removed so our sins are not removed. This would be a dangerous 
teaching for Christians. 
  
3. But why does Matthew quote this verse from Isaiah 53:4 in the 
context of Jesus' healing ministry? 
  
 In the first  place Matthew is not referring (as a prophecy) to the 
atonement, which, for him, was in the future, but is looking at the 
lifetime activity of Jesus. It was not the practice of the disciples, or the 
NT Gospel writers to make statements about the cross before the 
event itself. Jesus, however, was in the habit of doing this. He would 
often make predictions about the cross, which the disciples could not 
understand (see Matt 16:21-22). But it would be out of context and out 
of character for Matthew, on his own volition, to suddenly make a 
pronouncement about the coming death of Christ and give it a 
theological interpretation. Therefore, I suggest that Matthew does not 
have the cross in mind. 
  
Secondly,  as Matthew is only looking at the healing ministry of Jesus, 
not his death, His life-time work, not his death-work, he is seeing a 



double meaning in the Isaiah passage that reflects on the healing 
ministry of Jesus separate from the atonement. Matthew, through 
using the Isaiah passage, is explaining how Jesus takes away and 
removes completely people's sicknesses. 
  
Therefore, Jesus’ fulfillment of Isaiah 53:4 is carried out during His 
lifetime not in His death. I would suggest that if Matthew had the cross 
in mind (which would be an anachronism) he would have made a 
direct connection with the death of Christ itself. 
  
Thirdly,  Matthew is seeking to show how committed Jesus was in His 
desire to heal the sick. The terms he uses describe how thorough and 
complete was His healing, sickness was removed completely, it was 
"lifted away", it was "removed" entirely. The use of only this part of the 
Isaiah text shows that Jesus removed sickness not that He carried the 
sickness in His own body. Notice how Matthew is careful to only quote 
Is 53:4b and not any other part of that chapter such as verse 5c"by his 
wounds (or “stripes” ESV) we are healed". It would be a mistake to 
think that as Matthew quotes verse 4 so we can then include the 
remainder of the chapter which reflects on the atonement. 
  
5.  Here is a rough translation of the Greek text in the LXX for Isaiah 
53:4, “He bears our sins, and is pained for us: yet we accounted him 
to be in trouble, and in suffering, and in affliction”. 
  
A brief consideration of  Isaiah 53:5c "and by His stripes we are 
healed". The word "healed" in the LXX is iva,qhmen (iathemen) meaning, 
"to heal, cure, recover" and in the passive "to restore". It is also used 
figuratively to describe deliverance from sin and its evil 
consequences, Matt 13:15 "For this people's heart has become 
calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed their 
eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, 
understand with their hearts and turn, and I would heal (iva,somai 
iasomai) them." An interesting use of the term “heal” with reference to 
the forgiveness of sins. 
  
The Hebrew word apr (rapa) means, "to heal". It is used many times 
to describe physical healing. Because the term signifies restoration it 
can have an inanimate object, 1 Kings 18:30 "Then Elijah said to all 
the people, "Come here to me." They came to him, and 
he repaired the altar of the LORD, which was in ruins" (see also 2 
Kings 2:21, & 2 Chron 7:14 " then will I hear from heaven and will 
forgive their sin and will heal their land". But usually the term 
represents physical healing "I will not bring on you any of the diseases 
I brought on the Egyptians, for I am the LORD, 
who heals you." However, the term does also represent a 
psychological healing, Psalm 147:3 "He heals the broken-hearted and 
binds up their wounds", and also a spiritual healing "Return, faithless 
people; I will cure you of backsliding."  Jer 3:22, ( see also Jer 6:14, 
8:32, 7:14, 33:6, Lam 2:13, Hos 5:13, 6:1, 7:1 "whenever I 
would heal Israel, the sins of Ephraim....", 14:4 "I will heal their 
waywardness and love them freely, for my anger has turned away 
from them". 
  



From the many OT references where the Hebrew word is used in a 
spiritual sense, I would suggest that Isaiah 53:5, given its context, 
should be interpreted in the same manner. To extract this text from 
the remainder of the passage which is clearly describing spiritual 
activity (e.g. vs 4,) and to interpret it to mean physical healing  is to do 
harm to the context. It seems that the Hebrew word is used widely in 
non-prophetic writings to mean healing of the body and also inanimate 
restorations, but in the writings of the Prophets, particularly Isaiah, 
Jeremiah and Hosea ( 8th century Prophets) it is used to indicate 
spiritual healing in the form of forgiveness of sins. 
  
  
Richard Lee. 
  
  

 
 

 
[1]           One suggestion here is that Matthew sees Jesus as the Head of the New Israel Gal 
6:16. thus God, in Hosea, prophetically  calls “His Son out of Egypt”. 

 


