THE FAITH OF THE CENTURION

Luke 7:1-10

Key Verse: 7:7b
"…But say the word, and my servant will be healed.”
          In today's passage we meet a Roman centurion. Although he was a Gentile and a soldier, he has a deep respect and love toward fellow human beings. Most of all, he had an absolute faith in Jesus’ word. May God help us learn of his shepherd heart and faith through this study. 

First, a Roman centurion’ love for others (1-6). Look at verse 1. "When Jesus had finished saying all this in the hearing of the people, he entered Capernaum." After his famous “Sermon on the Mount,” Jesus came back to Capernaum, accompanied by his twelve disciples. Look at verse 2.. "There a centurion's servant, whom his master valued highly, was sick and about to die.” Who is a centurion? A centurion was an Roman officer. The Roman army was highly organized. There were normally 28 legions commissioned at any given time. A legion was composed of 6000 soldiers and commanded by a general. In the movie, “Gladiator,” Russell Crowe played the role of a Roman general, Maximus, who was in charge of the Emperor’s legion. A legion was divided into ten cohorts and each cohort was under the command of a tribune. A cohort was again divided into six centuries of about 100 men under the command of centurions. In comparison to a modern military organization, a centurion would be roughly equivalent to the army rank of a captain, with a senior centurion being equivalent to a major. 

Needless to say, a Roman centurion had to be tough, both mentally and physically. He had to be cruel and heartless in order to maintain order and enforce strict discipline to his soldiers. At that time, there were many servants and slaves in the Roman Empire. They were regarded as the property of their owners. If they were healthy and useful, their masters treated them well, but if they became ill and useless, their masters got rid of them in the same way we throw away broken chairs or dishes. 

But this centurion was different. He valued his servant highly. He saw his servant, not as a piece of property, but as a fellow human being. He did his best to take care of his servant, especially when his servant became ill. Look at verse 3. “The centurion heard of Jesus and sent some elders of the Jews to him, asking him to come and heal his servant.” The centurion must have done all he could in order to heal his servant. But it was without success. Then he heard how Jesus healed a man with leprosy, a paralyzed man, and a man with a shriveled hand. When human hope was gone, he put his faith and hope in Jesus and decided to ask Jesus to heal his servant. This centurion had the image of a mother-like shepherd rather than that of a cruel soldier. His nickname must have been Shepherd Centurion. 

This centurion showed that he had deep respect toward Jesus. He sent some elders of the Jews to Jesus in order to ask Jesus to come and heal his servant. We wonder why he did not come to Jesus by himself. In fact, this passage tells us that he did not meet Jesus in person at all. Did you notice this important fact? Maybe he was trying to follow the chain of command. When a centurion has an important matter to ask the emperor, he would not appear before the emperor in person. He would bring this matter to a tribune, then the tribune would take the matter to a general and then the general would bring it to the emperor’s attention. Likewise, he must have had such high regard for Jesus that he did not deserve to appear before him in person. Considering himself unworthy to do so, he brought this urgent matter to the Jewish elders and sent them to Jesus to present this matter to Jesus on his behalf.


When the elders came to Jesus, they pleaded earnestly with him, "This man deserves to have you do this, because he loves our nation and has built our synagogue" (4-5). Normally these Jewish elders would not give their hearts to help a Roman centurion whom they would consider a mere invader and infidel. But this Roman centurion had won the hearts of the Jewish elders. This centurion not only ruled the Jews wisely but also came to respect and love the nation of Israel. He must have been moved by the beauty of Jewish society, based on the Law of God and the worship of the one true God. As a sign of his sincere love for the nation Israel, he built a synagogue for the Jews, rather than a gym or amusement park. He must have let his hundred soldiers put down their swords and engage in construction work for the Jews. When the Jewish elders saw the Roman soldiers working to build the house of God, they must have thought the vision of God in Isaiah 2:4 fulfilled, which says, “They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore.” In our previous passage, we learned Jesus’ command, “Love your enemies.” This centurion was a good example of one who loved his enemies. He loved not only his servant, but he also loved the Jews and their nation until he won the hearts of the Jews over by his love. Wow! When Jesus heard the Jewish elders' plea, he went with them. The centurion’s love and respect toward the Jews destroyed the dividing wall of hostility between them and united them as one. Love conquers all obstacles. May God help us to grow to have deep respect, sincere love and shepherd heart for others. 

Second, “But say the word” (7-8). Look at verse 7. "He was not far from the house when the centurion sent friends to say to him: ‘Lord, don't trouble yourself, for I do not deserve to have you come under my roof. That is why I did not even consider myself worthy to come to you. But say the word, and my servant will be healed.'" The Jewish elders recommended this centurion highly, saying, “This man deserves to have you do this, because he loves our nation and has built our synagogue.” The centurion could have thought that he deserved Jesus’ mercy due to his good works among the Jews. But this centurion did not think so. In fact, no one deserves to claim God’s favor upon himself. After sending the elders of the Jews to Jesus, this centurion realized that he asked Jesus to make a personal visit to his house in order to tend his servant. It was as impertinent as summoning the Roman Emperor to Palestine in order to solve one of his personal matters. Still, he did not feel deserved to come to Jesus in person. This time he dispatched his friends to Jesus to not trouble to come to his house. He perceived Jesus' divine nature and holiness. He trembled at the thought of the holy Jesus coming to his Gentile residence. This centurion was genuinely humble before Jesus. 

     
The centurion’s humbleness goes even deeper. Through his friends, the centurion said to Jesus, "But say the word, and my servant will be healed." The centurion heard that Jesus healed people and how he healed them. Jesus healed them through his word. To a man with leprosy, Jesus said, “I am willing. Be clean.” Immediately the leprosy left him (5:13). When Jesus said to a paralyzed man, “I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home."  Immediately he stood up in front of them, took what he had been lying on and went home praising God. (5:24,25) Jesus told a man with a shriveled hand, "Stretch out your hand." He did so, and his hand was completely restored. (6:10) At Jesus’ word, diseases fled and people were healed immediately. Based on these events, the centurion came to understand and believe the authority of Jesus' word. He had great faith. His servant was dying, yet he believed that Jesus' one word would heal his servant completely. 

How did the centurion come to have such faith? Look at verse 8. "For I myself am a man under authority, with soldiers under me. I tell this one, ‘Go,' and he goes; and that one, ‘Come,' and he comes. I say to my servant, ‘Do this,' and he does it.'" As a Roman centurion, he understood the authority of the word of command. He said that he was a man under authority—under the authority of the Roman Emperor. If the Emperor wanted him to carry out a certain task, it was not necessary for the Emperor to travel from Rome to his house in Palestine and personally supervise him until he carries out the task. All the Emperor had to do was to say the word to him. He could be sure that the centurion would carry it out with absolute obedience without question. He also said that he has soldiers under his authority. When he wants his servants or soldiers to do something, all he has to do is to say the word, such as “Go,” “Come,”  “Do this,” or “Do that.” He knows that they will obey his command immediately without question, saying, “Yes, sir! Consider it done, sir.” No soldier or servant will talk back to him, saying, “What? Why? How?” or excuse himself from doing it saying, “That's too hard for me to do. I wouldn’t do it.”  

Applying this basic discipline as the Roman centurion, he was saying to Jesus, “I and my servant are under your authority. Just say the word of command and my servant will be healed.” Last year around June, ten-year-old girl has a rock-solid excuse for missing the last day of school: a personal note to her teacher from President Barack Obama. Her father, John Corpus of Green Bay, stood to ask Obama about health care during the president's town hall-style meeting at Southwest High School on Thursday. He told Obama that his daughter was missing school to attend the event and that he hoped she didn't get in trouble. Then on a piece of paper, President Obama wrote: "To Kennedy's teacher: Please excuse Kennedy's absence. She's with me. Barack Obama." That note from President was enough. President Obama might have the authority to excuse a girl from missing the last day of school. In fact, he was known as the most powerful man in the world. But he does not have power to heal the sick. He does not have authority to pass the health-care bill, either. His authority is very limited. After three more years, he might be no longer the president. But Jesus’ authority is different. On the outside, Jesus looked like a poor carpenter from Nazareth. There was no outward pomp and display of his power. But he has perpetual spiritual power over all human affairs, even over sickness and death. He is holy God Almighty. He is the Lord of lords -- the Supreme Commander of the universe. His word has presence and power over anything, even over our difficult human circumstances. This was the centurion’s faith in Jesus and his understanding of Jesus was far better than anybody else, including Jesus’ own disciples. 
Third, Jesus admires the centurion's faith (9-10). Look at verse 9. "When Jesus heard this, he was amazed at him, and turning to the crowd following him, he said, ‘I tell you, I have not found such great faith even in Israel.'" Among his own people, Jesus encountered all kinds of unbelief.  His hometown people rejected Jesus, saying “Isn’t this the carpenter’s son?” Jesus’ heart was broken because of their unbelief. The Jews put their faith in Jesus only after seeing his miraculous signs. Many came to Jesus in order to solve their desperate problems. But after solving their problems, most of them went away without even saying a word of thanks to Jesus. They were not interested in knowing Jesus personally. Jesus was not happy with their problem-centered and miracle-seeking faith. In John 4:46, a royal official came to Cana in Galilee in search of Jesus because his son was desperately ill in Capernaum. Usually Jesus did not turn down people’s request. But this time Jesus did not go with him. Instead, Jesus challenged him to overcome his miracle-seeking faith and to have faith in his word, saying, “You may go. Your son will live.” The official came all the way from Capernaum to Cana and could not take Jesus with him to his dying son.  Instead, the official took Jesus at his word. On the way he met his servant and learned that his son was healed at the very moment that Jesus spoke the word. The official put his faith in Jesus’ word involuntarily. Still his involuntary faith in Jesus’ word was great. But the centurion had faith in Jesus’ word voluntarily. The royal official’s “take Jesus at his word” faith was great. But the centurion’s “say the word” faith was even greater. 
     
Look at verse 10. "Then the men who had been sent returned to the house and found the servant well." Jesus not only admired the centurion’s faith but he also blessed it by healing his dying servant. The servant must have thanked Jesus for healing him and for his good shepherd, the Roman centurion. 

Today is Valentine’s Day. We want to give our loved ones very special gifts such as flowers and jewelry.  My daughters bought small roses for us. My wife asked me to buy her winter boots as my valentine gift for her. But the best gift that we can give to our loved ones is Jesus’ word that can heal and renew their lives. Let us learn from the centurion and restore our faith in Jesus’ words. May Jesus heal and save many young people through us as he healed the centurion’s servant. 

