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Series: FINDING JESUS
Sermon: The Roman Centurion

Luke 7:1-10 (NIV)
When Jesus had finished saying all this to the people who were listening, he entered Capernaum. 2 There a
centurion’s servant, whom his master valued highly, was sick and about to die. 3 The centurion heard of Jesus
and sent some elders of the Jews to him, asking him to come and heal his servant. 4 When they came to Jesus,
they pleaded earnestly with him, “This man deserves to have you do this, 5 because he loves our nation and has
built our synagogue.” 6 So Jesus went with them.

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. 7 That is why I did not even consider myself worthy to come to
you. But say the word, and my servant will be healed. 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.”

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.” 10 Then the men who had been sent returned to the house and
found the servant well.

Sermon
As Allied forces swept across Germany, towards the end of World War II, American soldiers looked for enemy
snipers as they went form one building to another in a concentration camp.  In one abandoned building, a squad
of men with flashlights went down into a dark basement and saw something on the wall; it was the Star of
David.  Underneath was the following message:  I believe in the sun-even when it is not shining. I believe in
love-even when I am alone. I believe in God-even when he is silent.

In this season of Lent, we are examining Luke, and in particular, the folk who encountered Jesus, and what he
gave them.  Today’s passage is about expectant faith.  It is the story of the Roman Centurion, After giving
teaching lessons, basically Luke’s version of the Sermon on the Mount, he went to Capernaum.  This would
become Jesus’ home base of operations as his home town of Nazareth had basically kicked him out.  It was a
small fishing village on the north side of the Sea of Galilee, maybe a 1,000 people, hometown of Peter, and
possibly a few other disciples.

The main character in today’s passage was a military man.  The Roman Centurion’s rank was equivalent to a
modern day US Army captain.  A Centurion had 100 soldiers under his control.  In Bible days, the centurion
was easily recognizable.  For one thing, he wasn’t young, but he was a middle aged man who wore a metal
helmet with flaps down over his ears and with a purple plume on top.  With a metal breastplate fastened to his
chest and a sword attached to his side, he certainly was an imposing figure.  But there was something different
about this centurion that set him apart.  He was concerned about the Jewish people, to the point that he even
built them a synagogue with his own money.  We have found the ruins of this synagogue, under the ruins of
another synagouge that was built centuries later.  I think we have a stereotype among some, that all military
persons are lean, mean fighting machines, prone to violence, and only know that art of war - but that is not
necessarily the case.  I know soldiers who help deliver food and medicine.  When tragedy strikes, and flood or
tornados come, the National Guard answers the call.  We have all seen pictures of US service men and women
who have cared for refugees, have rescued women and children from harm’s way, and performed all manner of



acts of kindness.  It may have been the same thing with this Roman centurion.  He was greatly concerned that
his servant was gravely ill and perhaps at death’s door.  This story has a twin narrative in Matthew, although the
details are a little different.  In Matthew, it isn’t a Centurion, but an official, and it’s a son, not a servant.  But
for today, we’ll go with Luke’s account.

Centurions would have been Gentiles, meaning simply that they were not Jewish.  They were not of the Hebrew
race and would have been despised by the Hebrew people because they represented the face of the Roman
empire in all its evil oppression against Israel.  Yet, the Roman centurion in our story is held up by Jesus as an
example of great faith. This non-Jewish outsider was exceptional. One of the traits that is exceptional about this
centurion was that he cared about and valued his servant and when the servant became sick and near death, he
did everything he could to care for him.  Another exceptional trait in this centurion is the fact that he has a
relationship of respect with the Jewish community around him, who would have been very different from him in
beliefs, economic class, and power. The Jewish elders of the community speak well of him. He had even helped
them build their place of worship…their synagogue, which most likely meant he respected their values,
traditions and religion, even though it was different from his own. So, the Roman centurion is both a reminder
of oppression and a man who does good for those in his community.  He also knew who Jesus was and
acknowledged and showed faith in the greater authority of Jesus, even though they had never met. He
recognized that with just a word from Jesus, his servant could know new life - even though the centurion
thought himself unworthy enough to ask himself. 

Yet, Jesus did not judge the worthiness or unworthiness of the centurion. Jesus simply named what he
saw…faith greater than any he had seen in all of Israel.  We are not told in our story whether Jesus and the
centurion ever meet face to face, or whether the centurion ever becomes a follower of Jesus. That does not seem
to matter.   Jesus once again has no problem crossing social barriers and differences, and uses what and who we
don’t expect to give us a glimpse of God.  He’s the God of the poor, the minorities, the tax collectors, the lepers,
the immigrants, those with mental illnesses, those with AIDS, the divorced, the single, the married, the gay, the
transgendered, the disabled, the alcoholics, the drug addicts, the soccer moms, the stay at home dads and the list
goes on and on depending on the era, the location, or the culture.  The writer of Luke’s Gospel shows that the
healing power of God is not bound by the times or location or culture. Jesus used the opportunity provided by
the faith of the centurion to show us that there is space in God’s graciousness for the insiders, the outsiders and
for all, without exception or exclusion.  Our Gospel story breaks down barriers and biases; throws out labels,
categories, identities and stereotypes and opens the circle of God’s grace that welcomes all. Then Jesus uses this
open, unending circle of God’s welcoming grace as the focal point of who we are and how we are called to live
as God’s people.

And it was the faith of the Centurion that shows us the way.  Jesus, just say the word, and it’ll happen.  I believe
you.  There was a pastor down in Texas, whose 5 year old daughter came to him and asked if he could make her
a doll house.  The dad promptly nodded and promised to build her one.  Then he went back to reading his book.
Soon after, he happened to glance out the window and saw his daughter with her arms filled with dishes, toys
and dolls.  She made trip after trip after until there was a big pile of her play things in the middle of the yard. 
He asked his wife what’s going on the front yard?   His wife replied, “Oh don’t you remember that you
promised to build her a doll house and she believes you.  She’s just getting ready for it.”  He later reflected,
“You would have thought I had been hit by an atom bomb.  I threw aside that book, raced to the lumber yard for
supplies and quickly built that little girl a doll house.  Now why did I respond?  Was it because I wanted to? 
No.  I did it because I had given her my word; she believed and acted upon it.  When I saw her faith, there was
nothing that could keep me from carrying out my word.”

The Roman centurion had expectant faith.  As a military man, he knew when you give commands, soldiers are
expected to carry them out.  It was also natural for the centurion to apply that same type of logic in the spiritual
realm to the healing of his servant.  Many times when we go to God in prayer, let’s be honest, we don’t really



expect God to answer.   When it comes to prayer, we hope and hope and hope.  And if our prayers get answered,
we almost act surprised.  But for us to develop this expectant type of faith, the best thing is to put time into our
relationship with the Lord.  Read his word and let faith grow.  This is what Hebrews 11 says:   “Faith comes by
hearing and hearing the word of God.”  Here are several more quotes that speak of faith, maybe one will hit you
this morning: Feed your faith and your doubts will starve to death; Faith makes things possible; it does not make
them easy; Faith is not believing God can, it is believing He will; Prayer is the key to heaven, but faith unlocks
the door; Faith in God includes faith in His timing (I don’t like that one, even though its true).  And the last one,
“Faith is taking the first step even when you don’t see the whole staircase.” From Martin Luther King, Jr.

There are days that I need the faith of the Roman Centurion - who, as far as we know, ever met Jesus personally,
face to face.  Just like the centurion, maybe you’ve just heard about Jesus, or he has been on the perifery of your
vision - but never really thought about.     Is there a situation in your life where you need an answer?  Let me
encourage you to spend time with God and build up your faith.   “Faith comes by hearing and hearing the word
of God.”  Maybe you’ll get an answer.  Maybe the timing isn’t quite right.  But I do know this:  I believe in the
sun-even when it is not shining. I believe in love-even when I am alone. I believe in God-even when he is
silent.  Let us continue to have faith in troubling and in happy times.  And the family of God said, AMEN.


