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Luke 7:1-10                       
#78
Centurions were officers in the Roman Army in charge of 60 to 100 soldiers.  They were the backbone of the Army, the men at the outposts keeping the discipline, carrying out the orders from Rome and making sure taxes kept flowing. 

A certain Centurion was posted at Capernaum, a customs post in Galilee, North Israel.  He oversaw collecting taxes from goods flowing through there from the East on their way to the Mediterranean coast and down to Jerusalem.   His commander, based in Syria to the north, led a legion of 1000 troops with 10 centurions.  They were all part of the territory of Herod Antipas who lived in a palace built by his father – Herod the Great.  But ultimately orders come from the Emperor in Rome.  
The great Julius Caesar had set the pattern for the empire when he led a Roman army into Gaul, conquered it, and brought back 53,000 of its citizens to be sold as slaves in the slave markets.  Rule by conquest and coercion.   Emperors took the title Caesar, as in Caesar Tiberius – the ultimate dictator.

 
 Life was cheap – a commodity traded for money – that is if you weren’t a Roman citizen.  If you didn’t like it, they could persuade you to cooperate – by force, by brutal force – or by killing you.  Position was more important than person.  Conquered peoples were regarded for the taxes they generated – for Rome.

Army life was tough in those days.  Soldiers gave 20 years’ service – unmarried.  Many took concubines.  Centurions were better paid and had households with servants they purchased from slave markets. Sometimes they got close to their slaves.  They became like family members meeting each other’s needs.  The Centurion based in Capernaum had a wonderful slave whom he loved.  But he became very sick.  His master could do nothing to help him. Neither his money nor influence was any use.  

There were people under his civil rule who became relevant to his problem.         They were a peculiar people.  
They were Jews.
Rome had the rule of force. 
They had the rule of family by lineage. 
Rome had Caesar. 
                     
They had patriarchs – Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  Citizenship could be purchased.   Theirs is by blood line. 
Rome held together by coercion.   They by relationships with a common ancestry.   Romans had gods but

 Their God gave them their land as an inheritance. 

Roman presence was very unwelcome.  
They hated paying their taxes and their resistance was highly organised. 
Their leaders were called elders, and they met in halls called synagogues. 
There they re-told from their scriptures, stories of their ancestors and their God.
This kept their personal identity fiercely strong.  Romans were outsiders and were made to feel it. The day our Centurion got posted to Capernaum was a very bad day.
To survive there, he decided that brute force would cause nothing but trouble. So, he found other ways of gaining their cooperation.  The elders wanted a new synagogue.  He had resources.  So, he worked with them to get one built.  They despised the system he represented but were happy to receive state funding. Since he authorised the money, they kept favour with him. In this way the Centurion and the elders related on a cordial basis.  

During this process, he learned more about their patriarch – based, society.  They expected a Messiah to come into their midst.  He would exercise great powers – even kingly powers.  King Herod the Great heard of the birth of a possible Messiah 30 years ago.  To protect his throne, he killed all the baby boys near Bethlehem, where they believe their Messiah would be born.  It has been quiet since then but just recently a man emerged in Galilee 30 years of age. He was reported to be doing outstanding feats of healing.    His name was Jesus and He was born in Bethlehem.

One day this Jesus came to his town, Capernaum.  He didn’t consult with either the Centurion or the elders, strangely enough. But crowds gathered round him and listened to His inspiring teaching and witnessed his miracle healings.     He thought to himself.  “This Jesus has the power to heal his sick slave boy. Trouble is I am an outsider and Jesus a Jew.  Also, my slave boy is a pagan gentile bought for money – Jews won’t care about him.” 
But some elders came to him with a plan.  Being elders and being Jewish they can command the attention of this travelling Rabbi especially since he has come into their town.  They will ask him to come and heal his slave boy.  He knows where they are coming from.  They normally wouldn’t care about a Roman slave boy, but they can see that he cares about him, and this is a way of gaining favours. They will bring Jesus back to him like a trophy.  If he heals his slave boy, he will owe them favours – more resources for their synagogue – their seat of influence among their people.  He knows their game – he plays it himself – securing favours from his commander and through him to the king.  His soldiers do it with him.
The Centurion agrees.  His beloved slave boy is sick. He is powerless to heal him.  He might die.  He needs help.  He knows this Jesus can heal him.  He doesn’t know if He is willing to heal him.  Perhaps the Jewish elders can persuade him to come and save the life of his slave. 
He heard what happened from bystanders.
The Jewish elders boldly approach Jesus.  The crowd let them through.  They plead with Jesus to come to his home and heal his slave.  They put their case:

“This man deserves to have you do this because he loves our nation and has built our synagogue.”  Jesus says to them, “I will come and heal him”.  He starts walking with them towards his house.  Their plan is working.
Meanwhile, back home, his boy is getting worse.  He is paralysed now and dreadfully tormented.  The Centurion might have civil influence in this town, but he has no influence over whatever is causing the sickness of his boy.  This is a different realm, beyond him.  He is a nobody in this arena.  His orders mean nothing here.  He is feeling low and empty compared to One who has authority over sickness.  
    
Just then he realises what he has agreed to.  Common Jews do not go into the homes of unclean gentiles.  A miracle working Jewish Rabbi should certainly not enter his house – a Roman centurion.  And, if a common gentile slave boy is sick here, that probably makes his place even more unclean.  But he does love his slave.

Then he has this thought.  ‘If he needs some resources for his outpost – perhaps a new barracks – he goes to his commander, he in turn goes to the king, who gives the authorisation.  The commander, and troops bring the resources to him and the job gets done. The king himself does not need to visit his little outpost in person.  He authorises from his palace in Syria and others carry out the order.’
This Jesus is obviously king over sickness.  He is here in person, but he can’t see His soldiers.  Perhaps they are spirits or angels or something.  They must be at work, because people get healed when Jesus gives the command.

He puts this thought into a plan which doesn’t need Jesus to enter his house.  He sends instructions with some friends.  He tells them to go to Jesus and say to Him,

“Lord, do not trouble yourself anymore because I am not fit for you to come under my roof; for this reason, I don’t consider myself worthy to come to you, but just say the word and my servant will be healed.  For, I myself, am a man under authority with soldiers under me.  I tell this one ‘go’ and he goes; and to another ‘come’ and he comes; and to my slave, ‘do this!’ and he does it.”

He sends this second envoy off and they are gone a long time.  His slave boy is getting worse.  He feels like any common slave must feel – of no status in the realm he needs help from. He has given Jesus an excuse.  He is helpless – completely at His mercy and favour.  He has no leverage.  Jesus can dismiss him, and he can’t do a thing.  Jesus is the Caesar over sickness. The Centurion feels like a common slave, but even less – He is not even owned by anyone.  Outside his system of empire and military and force and cruelty he is nothing, his servant is dying, and he is helpless.
            
How attractive their family rule seems with Jesus their Messiah sent from their God.  How harsh and cold and cruel and impersonal his system is.  Yet it’s all he’s got.  What a cheek to ask their king for help.  His king wouldn’t give help to outsiders.  He would send us soldiers to conquer first, then pillage, set up a garrison and extract the taxes.  Why should Jesus help me?  I am part of Rome, not heaven.
Then he had another thought.  The rule of sickness can end up taking life away from a sick person.  When he dies, he is no use to Rome anymore.  Rome can’t control death, but Jesus can.  Jesus’ realm is of a superior order to Rome?  At this thought he is feeling unworthy, inadequate, completely dependent and of very low disposition.

His friends reach Jesus and pass on his message. “Our Centurion says, ‘I am not worthy for you to come under my roof but only say the word and my servant will be healed.  For I am a man under authority with soldiers under me; and I say to this one ‘Go!’ and he goes; and to another, ‘Come!’ and he comes; and to my slave, ‘Do this!’ and he does it.”

Their report of Jesus’ reaction to his words is incredible.  He stops and stares at his friends amazed. He turns to his first envoy of Jewish elders.     “I tell you the truth, I have not found anyone in Israel with such great faith”.  They freeze offended.  “Faith?” they are thinking.  They have favour, they have lineage, they have patriarchs, they are righteous, they are sons of Israel.  They are not gentiles, they are not pagan, they are not men of war.  They are holy.  They keep the law.  They have God on their side’.

Jesus mentioned none of these things but just one thing – faith.  Faith in Himself alone with no back up.  And Jesus announced that a Roman Centurion has faith, but the elders haven’t.

‘But’, they are thinking, ‘don’t we believe you can heal?  Isn’t that why we came to you?’ But Jesus sees right into their hearts.  They haven’t given up what they had trusted in.  They came to Jesus talking about ‘deserving’ help.  They came trusting their status as elders and their standing with God by being good. They haven’t let go of that.  They come full of themselves; The Centurion comes empty. He comes as a senior Roman military man with plenty of civil benefits, but he isn’t trusting any of those.  In coming to Jesus, he has let all that go and considers himself nothing – not even worthy to approach Him in person.  And Jesus tells his friends that he, not the Jewish elders, have come the right way.

The elders are insulted. Their plan is not working. His gentile friends have stopped Jesus coming to perform a healing over his slave.  They are on a diplomatic mission.  Jesus is on a truth mission; the truth about just who is in and who is out.  
They are convinced that their ancestry with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as their source makes them elite in God-matters.  They had the Centurion convinced of that too but would have left him as an outsider.  What Jesus says next tears these notions apart and slashes a sharp divide between Jew and Gentile leaders. A divide utterly shocking to the ears of these Jewish leaders.
“I say to you that many will come from the east and the west and will take their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven.  But the subjects of the kingdom will be thrown outside into the darkness where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”
What!  They are out and he is in!  Shocking!  Jesus takes the names of their own patriarchs away from them and gives their identity to the Centurion and to any Gentile with faith in Jesus.  He is from the west, from Rome.  So is anyone from Europe or Africa.  And those from the East can also be in, from Asia and the Arab world and Persians and Indians.  People from all these places insiders, citizens of heaven, joined with the patriarchs in their same family because they all had faith in Jesus.

What about these respectable elders?   Jesus says their destiny is the very fate they wished on all their enemies – thrown out, into darkness to cry and grind their teeth.  That sounds like a very bad place.  They are in shock.  
But right here they too have opportunity to come out from behind their mask of respectability, to change their hearts and come to believe in Jesus as he had just done. It’s up to them.  They can choose – to be offended or to be corrected; to stay proud or become humble and search for truth as he had done, letting go of all they had been trusting in, just like that Roman.

What will they choose?   Will they follow his example of pure faith, or reject Jesus’ claims and so reject Him?  Jesus leaves no middle ground.  Does Jesus really have knowledge of life and death, of who goes to heaven and who goes to hell, of what happens in each place?

If He can stop the condition that causes death, then maybe Jesus does know something about death and what happens afterwards.  At this point, with Jesus’ own credibility in question, He announces something about the slave.

“Go, it will be done just as you believed it would.”  If Jesus can affect the healing of his slave boy from a distance, His credibility goes way up and that of the Jewish elders, way down.  

Meanwhile back home, his slave boy begins to stir, he sits up, he gets up, he gets dressed, he takes a drink of water and they both say to each other,
                  “What happened?”
“ I’m okay.”


“How?”
“Just am.”


“When?”
“Just now.”


“What?”
“Don’t know.”


“Let’s go.”

They run outside, straight to Jesus and the crowd.  His friends say, “That’s him.  He’s sick.  He was sick”. The elders agree.  “That’s him all-right”, but wish he was still sick.  And there, in the middle of them all, stands his beloved slave boy – free of sickness and full of life – and most of all a testimony to Jesus’ authority in the unseen realm.

Did the elders back down and believe in the full face of this evidence?  After all their entire mission in recruiting Jesus was to get his boy healed – or was it really?  Jesus healed him all right but not without exposing their hypocritical motives.  They chose not to believe and instead began to hatch a plot to get rid of Jesus.  
That terrible outcome for Jesus would be the very act by which the joys of heaven would be opened and made available to Gentile believers and all who believe like that Roman Centurion.  He would live a perfect life and die as a sacrifice for all their sins.  Then He would rise from the dead, conquer death itself and return to heaven to prepare a place for His family who believe, sitting down with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the Kingdom of Heaven.
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     “Get real” Questions 
1.

1. What was the military rank of the soldier?
2. What town was he posted to?

3. What was the family name of the kings of that region?

4. Who set the pattern for the Roman Empire?

5. Who was the first Jewish patriarch?

6. What was the title of the Jewish leaders?

7. What had this soldier built for the Jews?

8. Who was sick?

9. What did Jesus commend in the soldier?

10. What did Jesus accomplish in the boy?


	
	Questions of the story

	Personal questions

	2.
	How did the Romans treat non-citizens?


	How have you been treated?

	3.
	What gave the Jews their identity?


	What is your identity?

	4.
	What was the elders’ strategy to get what they wanted?


	What is your strategy to get what
you want?

	5.
	Where was their strategy flawed?



	Where is your strategy flawed?

	6.
	What did the Centurion realise was deficient about his authority?


	What is deficient in your world?


	7.
	What did the Centurion understand about Jesus’ authority?
	What do you understand about Jesus’ authority?



	8.
	What did Jesus find outstanding in the Centurion’s attitude?
	If you could approach Jesus how would you introduce yourself?



	9.
	Why was he included in the kingdom of God and the elders excluded?



	What is needed for you to be included in the Kingdom of God?



	10
	What did he believe Jesus could do for him?


	What do you believe Jesus can do for you?
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