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Abstract
This article is an analysis of the imperative iathētō in Luke 7.7. It looks at 
the textual problems regarding the imperative and argues that the future 
iathēsetai is an attempt at harmonization with Matthew’s version. After 
making arguments regarding God’s commands and the theme of authority 
in the text, the author concludes that those translations which render 
iathētō in the future or permissive senses do not do justice to the force of 
the imperative. The author suggests the translation, “but say a word and 
my servant must be healed,” similar to the NET translation.
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Luke 7.1-10 presents the reader with the story of the healing of the centurion’s 
servant. The shorter parallel story occurs in Matt 8.5-13. In Matt 8.8, we find 
the future passive form iathēsetai, which is translated fairly consistently in 
various modern versions of the Bible: “my servant will [shall] be healed.”

The problem addressed here concerns the translation of the aorist passive 
imperative iathētō in Luke 7.7, which reads, “therefore, I did not presume to 
come to you. But say the word, and let my servant be healed” (RSV). In 
several modern versions, one finds the aorist imperative in Luke translated 
as the future in Matthew, “my servant will [shall] be healed” (NASB, NIV, 
ASV, KJV). Other modern versions translate the third-person singular 
imperative in what is sometimes referred to as the permissive sense. One 
sees this in the translation “and let my servant be healed” (RSV, NRSV, 
NAB, NJB). The problem is that neither translation, either in the future 
sense or in the permissive sense, fully captures the force of the imperative.
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A textual variant alerts us to the problem of the imperative versus the 
future in Luke 7.7. A considerable number of manuscripts (א A C D W Δ Q 
Y ƒ1.13 33) provide the verb in the future tense: iathēsetai. Luke 7.7 as it is 
rendered in NA27, with iathētō, also has strong manuscript evidence (Ì75vid 
B L 1241 sa bomss). Both Matthew and Luke include the aorist imperative 
eipe in the phrase “say a word” (eipe logō). Furthermore, Metzger’s textual 
commentary gives the imperative in Luke 7.7 a “B” rating. It is likely, then, 
that the future iathēsetai in some manuscripts of Luke is an attempt to har-
monize the Lukan version with that of Matthew. Some Lukan manuscripts  
(C Y ƒ13 69) attempt a further harmonization by adding “only” (monon) 
between alla and eipe as in Matt 8.8. The position held here is that the 
imperative iathētō in Luke 7.7 is original to Luke.

There are two underlying theological principles in this story that help 
make sense of iathētō if it is indeed original and, therefore, demand a 
stronger translation of the imperative beyond the future and permissive 
senses. The first principle is that whatever God commands happens. This is 
demonstrated in several Hebrew Bible passages. Thus Isa 55.11 shows that 
God’s word achieves what is desired: “so shall my word be that goes forth 
from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that 
which I purpose, and prosper in the thing for which I sent it” (RSV). 
Likewise, the first creation account in Gen 1 repeats the phrase “And so it 
happened” after each of God’s commands. Finally, Num 23.19 speaks to the 
finality of God’s word saying, “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a 
son of man, that he should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? 
Does he promise and not fulfill?” (NIV). One can see in each of these pas-
sages the effectiveness of God’s word and the definiteness of the outcome: 
What God commands must happen.

The second principle, present in the immediate context of the story, is that 
of authority. Luke 7.8 reads, “For I am a man set 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 slave, ‘Do this,’ and he does it” (RSV). The centurion 
admits that he himself is under authority, but that even he commands his sub-
ordinates and they immediately obey his word. At the same time, he recog-
nizes that Jesus is under the authority of God, but, like him, whatever he 
commands to his subordinates will happen because of his authority over them. 
While both the future and permissive senses do support the theme of author-
ity, the aorist imperative is punctiliar and, therefore, is more harmonious with 
the immediate response implied by the centurion in the commands to “go” 
(poreuthēti) and “do this” (poiēson) in v. 8, both of which are also aorist 
imperatives. Only the verb “come” (erchou) is a present imperative.

Because of these two principles it seems that a stronger translation  
for iathētō is preferable. One translation that seems to be appropriate is, 
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“But say a word and my servant must be healed.” This translation recog-
nizes, first, the absence of the definite article before “word.” Certainly, this 
is a more literal translation of the Greek, but more important, it reflects the 
thought of Ps 107.20, which reads, “he sent forth his word, and healed 
them” (RSV). The psalm is a call for the redeemed of all nations to praise 
the Lord for his goodness including those who have been healed from sick-
ness (vv. 17-22). While the immediate context of Ps 107 may refer to 
Israelites, for Luke, this psalm would apply to the centurion and all Gentiles 
who have faith in Christ. Furthermore, the absence of the definite article 
confirms the examples that the centurion himself gave. “For I say to one, 
‘Go,’ and he goes; and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes” (RSV). The 
centurion speaks one word, “Go” or “Come,” and it happens. Likewise, he 
recognizes that Jesus need only say one word, iathētō, for it to happen.

Second, the word “must” captures the force of the imperative in a way 
that the future and permissive senses do not. The NET translation is very 
close to the translation I have proposed above: “say the word, and my serv-
ant must be healed.” A notation in NET regarding the translation of iathētō 
suggests that the future sense and the imperative of command are “essen-
tially the same.” However, given that the aorist imperative is punctiliar and 
that the examples given by the centurion in v. 8, to go, come, and do, sug-
gest immediate action, the imperative of command “must” is preferred. 
Furthermore, the notation in NET also recognizes that the permissive sense 
“lessens the force of the imperative somewhat in English.” This is certainly 
the case in this passage where the theme of authority is central to the story.

In the final analysis, the centurion recognizes in Jesus both the power 
and authority of the Lord and his word, a power so great that he can cure 
with a single word. Likewise, Jesus’ authority is such that what he com-
mands must happen upon being spoken. There is an immediacy in the word 
“must” that is not present in the future sense, and a definiteness that is not 
present in the permissive sense.
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