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Text: Luke 7:1-10 
Sermon: The Faith of the Centurion 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 This past week people have been celebrating the 50th anniversary of 

the first climbing of Mount Everest by Sir Edmund Hillary and Sherpa 

Tenzing Norgay and, co-incidentally, I happened to read something about 

mountain climbing from an old Sports Illustrated magazine.  Mountain 

climbing, the author asserted, was always safe if one condition were always 

met.  What do you think that condition might be?  It wasn’t a question of 

superb physical strength.  It wasn’t a matter of having the proper training.  It 

wasn’t even about having the best and safest equipment possible.  What 

really matters, according to professional mountaineer Royal Robbins, is the 

ability to see things as they really are.  He wrote, 

 If we are keenly alert and aware of the rock and what we are 
doing on it, if we are honest with ourselves and our capabilities and 
weaknesses, if we avoid committing ourselves beyond what we know 
is safe, then we will climb safely.  For climbing is an exercise in 
reality.  He who sees it clearly is on safe ground, regardless of his 
experience or skill.  But he who sees reality as he would like it to be, 
may have his illusions rudely stripped from his eyes when the ground 
comes up fast. 



This principle of mountain climbing—that in order to be safe we must see 

things as they really are and not as we would like them to be—applies to 

every area of life, but nowhere is it more important than in the matter of our 

faith.  Faith is, above all, is an exercise in reality.  That is what our lesson is 

about today.  Today we see a centurion and his faith from three different 

perspectives.  We see his faith as his Jewish friends see it, we see his faith as 

he himself sees it, and we see his faith as the Lord Jesus sees it.  As we 

examine these three perspectives, we will see why it is so important to get it 

right.  Before we do that, though, let me set the scene.   

 As we come to our lesson this morning we find that Jesus’ Sermon on 

the Plain has come to an end.  As you remember, Jesus ended that sermon 

telling those gathered that their faith in him was to be as unshakable as a 

house built upon a foundation of rock.  And that faith, to be unshakable, had 

to be true faith, real faith, living faith.  That is, it had to be a faith that was 

put into practice.  A faith that stays in the head and doesn’t express itself in 

obedience to God and love for the neighbour, is no faith at all.  In our lesson 

today, Jesus moves from the plains around Capernaum into the city itself.  

And there we find a prize example of the faith that Jesus had just 

commended in his sermon.  And we find that faith in an unlikely place.  It is 

found in a Roman centurion. 



 Let me give you some background.  This centurion, a Gentile, was, 

along with all the soldiers in that region, in the pay of Herod Antipas, the 

Roman appointed governor or tetrarch of Galilee and Perea.  (Perea is what 

we now call Jordan.)  Herod Antipas was the son of Herod the Great, the 

wicked king who ordered the slaughter of the boy babies of Bethlehem in 

order to try to kill the Christ child.  Herod Antipas was a chip off the old 

block.  Let me give you an example.  His brother Philip once came to visit 

him.  Antipas promptly fell in love with Philip’s wife Herodias.  Antipas got 

a divorce, persuaded Herodias to get a divorce, and the two were married.  

And there is this too: Herodias was Antipas’ niece.  When John the Baptist 

called Herod Antipas to task for this incestuous and illegal relationship, 

Herodias nagged and nagged at her new “husband,” finally persuading him 

through trickery to chop off the Baptist’s head.   

 In any event, the centurion was a Roman army officer under Herod 

Antipas and if the governor were of no reputation, centurions were generally 

speaking well regarded.  They had responsible positions.  Centurions were 

usually in charge of 100 men—that is where the word “centurion” comes 

from.  Think of  “century”—a hundred years, or “cent”—one hundred to the 

dollar.  This rank, however, was flexible.  A centurion might command 



anywhere from 10 to 1,000 soldiers.  The equivalent today would be an army 

captain.  As well as being men of responsibility, they tended to be men of 

integrity as well.  It was a centurion at Calvary who, on seeing the death of 

Jesus, said, “Surely this was God’s son.”  It was a centurion who reported to 

Pilate that Jesus had died, thus freeing up the body of the Lord so Joseph of 

Arimathea could take it for burial.  Cornelius the centurion is found in the 

Book of Acts, where he is described as a man “devout and God-fearing, 

together with his family.”  He was “held in high regard by all the Jews.”  

Our centurion turns out to be a man of integrity as well.  Let’s look at our 

lesson. 

 When Jesus had finished saying all this in the hearing of the 
people, he entered Capernaum.  There a centurion’s servant, whom his 
master valued highly, was sick and about to die.  The centurion heard 
of Jesus and sent some elders of the Jews to him, asking him to come 
and heal his servant. 

 The centurion had a servant.  A servant who was “highly valued.”  The 

language here indicates that the servant was not “highly valued” as a piece 

of property—but was highly valued as a human being.  The centurion had a 

heartfelt attachment to his young servant.  He was deeply concerned about 

his health and well-being.   That being the case, he took steps to provide for 

his servant who was so sick he was on the point of death.  In the account of 

this incident found in Matthew, we are told that the servant was bedridden 



with paralysis and suffering intensely.  He was fearfully tormented and at the 

gates of death.   

Now the centurion had heard of Jesus.  It was, after all, not that long 

ago since Jesus, in Capernaum, at the home of Peter’s mother-in-law, healed 

all the sick who had come flocking to see him.  So the centurion sent a 

delegation of Jewish elders to intercede with Jesus and to ask him to come 

and heal his servant.  The Jewish elders were happy to oblige.  This 

centurion was a favourite of theirs.  And why not?  He loved the Jewish 

people.  He loved them not only in word, but also in deed.  He had helped, in 

large measure, to finance the building of their local synagogue.  And so the 

elders went to Jesus to commend their friend to the Lord.  Our lesson 

continues,  

When they 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.’  So Jesus went with them. 

From the perspective of the elders, the centurion was worthy.  He 

deserved the grace and kindness of God.  Why?  Because he was rich, 

generous and kind.  He had done good works.  He had loved their nation.  

He had even built a synagogue for them.  But note this: They were looking 

only upon his outer works, not upon his heart.  They claimed he was worthy 



because he had done certain things—not because he was certain things—

humble, meek and godly.  You can think of it this way.  The elders praised 

him for doing good deeds—deeds so good in their estimation that they 

thought the centurion had earned God’s grace and favour.   

  

 They were wrong.  The centurion did not merit salvation.  He had not 

earned God’s grace or his kind regard.  That is our situation too.  We cannot 

work our way to heaven.  Let me illustrate it this way.  Some time ago Bill 

Hybels, pastor of the Willow Creek Church in Chicago, the largest 

congregation in the United States, was traveling on a plane to a conference.  

He struck up a conversation with his seatmate.  They ended up talking about 

heaven and hell and the man said to him something to this effect: “I think of 

life as a ladder you have to climb.  At the top of the ladder is heaven.  Each 

rung in the ladder is a good deed.  For each good deed you go up; for each 

bad deed you go down.  In the end, if you do more good than not, you find 

yourself at the top of the ladder and in heaven.”   

At this Hybels pulled out a sheet of paper, asked to borrow the man’s 

pen, and drew a diagram, with earth below, heaven above and a ladder 

connecting the two.  He asked the man, “Who do you think the best people 

in the world are?”  After thinking about it for a moment the man answered, 



“Oh, I guess Mother Teresa and Billy Graham.”  Hybels said to the man, 

“Now that’s interesting.  I happen to have met both Mother Teresa and Billy 

Graham.  I have talked with them.  And I know that if you were to ask them 

where on the ladder they would be, they would put themselves here.”  And 

with that Hybels drew two “exes” at the bottom of the ladder.  He then gave 

the man the diagram and the pen and said, “Where on the ladder would you 

put yourself?” 

 Beloved, the reality is that we do not deserve the grace and mercy of 

God.  We have all fallen short of the glory of God.  What we deserve is 

condemnation.  Beloved, if we do not understand this, we are only fooling 

ourselves.  This centurion knew the truth about himself.  Look at the lesson 

again, picking it up at verse 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.  That is why I 
did not even consider myself worthy to come to you.   

The centurion saw himself as he really was.  He knew he was unworthy.  

Now I want you to notice this.  At first, the centurion pleaded for Jesus to 

come.  Later on, it seems that he changed his mind.  “Don’t come.  You 

don’t have to.”  Why the change?  There are two possibilities.  First, word 

may have gotten back to him concerning the intercession of the elders done 



on his behalf.  They had named him as worthy when he knew in reality that 

was far from the truth.  The next delegation that went to Jesus set the record 

straight.  It is as if he were saying, “Despite what these elders say, I am not 

worthy to come to you.  I am not worthy to have you come to me.  Worth has 

nothing to do with it.  I cannot stand on my merits, for I have none.  I don’t 

want justice, for justice will convict me.  I need grace and mercy, not what I 

deserve.  And that is what I plead.  Give me mercy.  Heal my servant.”   

The other possibility is that, after having had more time to reflect, the 

centurion came to realize that Jews were not supposed to enter the homes of 

Gentiles.  It would render them ritually unclean.  Not wanting to cause the 

Lord trouble, and concerned for him, he requested Jesus to stay away.  But 

he did not just ask for Jesus to stay away.  He asked also for Jesus to help 

from a distance.   

But 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 that one, “Come” and he comes.  I say to my 
servant, “Do this,” and he does it. 

The centurion knew he was a sinner.  He also knew that Jesus was the 

Saviour.  He knew that Jesus held power and authority that was full, absolute 

and divine.  Heaven and earth were subject to his authority.  So were 



sickness and death.  At a simple word from Jesus, he knew his servant would 

be restored.   

 Beloved, this is your situation.  This is your reality.  It is yours 

whether or not you acknowledge it.  First of all, you are sinners who, in and 

of yourselves, stand condemned.  Your righteousness, your good works, are 

nothing in the eyes of the Lord but filthy rags.  There is in each one of us 

what C. S. Lewis calls an “inner cesspool.”  Second of all, the reality is that 

there is one sent by God who has authority over sin and death and has the 

power to wash you and make you clean and transform your life.  And when 

people call to him, pleading for comfort and relief and restoration, what the 

Bible calls “salvation,” he comes.  Jesus comes where he is needed.  He 

didn’t say to the centurion’s delegation, “No.  This man is a Roman occupier 

and oppressor.”  He didn’t say, “No, this man waited too long.  He should 

have come earlier.”  He didn’t say, “No, this man is a Gentile and will defile 

me.”  None of that.  Jesus simply went where he was needed.   

 Now when Jesus heard the report sent by the centurion he was 

amazed.  Two things need to be said.  First, Jesus was amazed according to 

his human nature, not according to his divine nature.  The divine nature of 

Jesus cannot be amazed, for Jesus, in his godhead, knows all things.  He 



knows everything that has been and ever will be.  He knows things inside 

and out.  According to his human nature, however, Jesus was a man like 

every other man, except regarding sin.  And so he had the capacity to be 

surprised.  Now you may ask, “Ken, how does that work?  Jesus has two 

natures, one fully human, one fully divine, perfectly united in one person, so 

that he isn’t human at one moment and divine at the next, but always and 

everywhere both fully human and fully divine.”  Quite frankly, I don’t know 

how that works.  Nobody else does either.  This is beyond human 

understanding.  But while we don’t know how it works, we know it is true, 

because the Bible asserts it. 

 The second thing to say is this.  Consider the reasons for Jesus’ 

amazement.  First, there is the centurion’s background.  He was an 

uncircumcised Gentile, outside of the covenant and a stranger to the 

blessings of Israel.  When Paul was speaking of the advantages of being a 

Jew he wrote, 

 Theirs is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, the 
covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the 
promises.  Theirs are the patriarchs and from them is traced the human 
ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised, AMEN. 

The centurion had none of those wonderful advantages.  Yet the Holy Spirit 

had nevertheless sought him out and drawn him to Christ.   



Second, there is the man’s occupation and wealth to consider.  He was 

a man of wealth, authority and reputation—not usually the sort of qualities 

that lead to humility.  Riches, while in and of themselves are morally neutral, 

bear no spiritual advantage.  Quite the contrary.  They can be dangerous.  

Later on in our study of Luke we will find our Lord saying that it is easier 

for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the 

kingdom.  And yet here was this centurion, a man of considerable position, 

humbling himself before the Lord.  “I am not worthy.” 

And the third thing that amazed Jesus was the certainty of the man’s 

faith.  “But say the word, and my servant will be healed.”  You can think of 

it this way.  At the beginning of our lesson there was a flurry of activity.  The 

centurion sent our one delegation and then another.  But now, after having 

done what he could, he left it with Jesus.  He had come to the Lord; now his 

faith rested.  He knew his need.  He knew his limitations.  He knew the 

Lord’s power.  Now God would do what he wanted to do for the praise and 

glory of his own name and whatever the outcome, the centurion was willing 

to rest content.   



Now I have to ask you this.  How do you see yourself?  Do you see 

yourself as someone deserving of God’s grace, as someone worthy of his 

tender care and mercy?  Or, like the centurion, do you see yourself as 

someone who, apart from the grace of God, has a heart that is wicked and 

deceitful above all things?  Do you understand that on your own merits you 

deserve nothing but condemnation and eternal death?  God grant you grace 

that your eyes might be opened to your true spiritual condition, your sin, 

your misery, your need and your peril.  

But that is not enough.  It is not enough to know your plight.  And so 

let me ask you this today as well.  How do you see Jesus?  Do you see him 

as your God, as he is described in Colossians 1: 

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all 
creation.  For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on 
earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or 
authorities; all things were created by him and for him.  He is before 
all things and in him all things hold together.   

Do you see him as your God and as your Saviour?  If we were to continue 

reading in Colossians we would find these words: 

And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning 
and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might 
have supremacy.  For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in 
him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things 
on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed 
on the cross. 



Do you see him as your God, your Saviour and your only hope, in life and in 

death?  Paul wrote of this hope to the Thessalonians. 

 For the Lord himself will come down from heaven with a loud 
command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of 
God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.  After that, we who are still 
alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to 
meet the Lord in the air.  And so we will be with the Lord forever.   

 Do you know who you are?  Do you know what you need to escape 

condemnation and live forever?  Do you know the only one who can help?  

Let’s pray about that now. 

Heavenly Father, 
 Apprehensive though we are, we need to know the truth.  We 
need to know the truth about ourselves and our spiritual condition.  
We need to know the truth about Jesus Christ—about who he is and 
what he has done.    
 Dear God, don’t let us sleepwalk into hell, thinking that we are 
spiritually healthy when we aren’t.  Convict us of our sins.  Help us to 
see the horror of the sin that is found in what we think, what we say 
and what we do.  Don’t sugarcoat anything, for our healing begins 
with the pain of a broken and contrite spirit. 
 But dear God, do not leave us convicted without also bringing 
us comfort.  Open our eyes that we might see Jesus, and him crucified 
and risen for the salvation of sinners.  Apply his salvation to us by 
your Holy Spirit for his sake and let us walk in fellowship and joy 
with him now and until the great day when your kingdom comes in all 
its fullness.   
 This, Lord, is our plea.  Give us mercy and blessing, for Jesus 
sake.  AMEN. 
  


