JUST SAY THE WORD

Text: Matthew 8:5-13
Readings: Isaiah 25 
Theme: The centurion had great faith in the authority of Jesus over sickness.
Purpose: To direct you to faith in Jesus who has supreme authority. 

Congregation,

Some of you may know of the books about Asterix and some of you may even be keen readers of them. These books are cartoon strips set in France around 50BC at the time of the Romans. Asterix is a Gaul who lives in a little village along his friend Obelix, the chieftain Vitalstatistix, the local Druid, Getafix, and the other people of their village. They spend a good part of their time fighting the Romans. In these books the Gaul villagers are powerful and invincible (especially with the aid of their magic potion!) but the Roman soldiers are weak and cowardly, disorganised and incompetent.

However, as with the writing of all history, it all depends on your perspective. The Gauls may well have been brave and courageous fighters, but so were the Romans. Moreover, for much of their rule the Roman armies were highly disciplined, well-organised and very efficient. 

The roman army was made up of legions each of which had 6,000 men. Each legion was divided up into 60 units and each unit had 100 men. Children, if a batsman in cricket scores a century he has achieved 100 runs. The word century comes from the Latin word Centuria which means 100, and so the leader of 100 men in the Roman army was called a centurion. These leaders were the finest men in the roman army and were the backbone of its strength and discipline. They served a long time and were reliable, dependable and steady.

It is interesting to note that every mention of individual centurions in the Bible describes them in a positive way - as men of honour. 
This one is described positively. Then there is the centurion who executed Jesus but later acknowledged him as the Son of God. Think also of Cornelius; and the one who rescued Paul from the rioting mob in Jerusalem. Remember the centurion who prevented Paul being murdered by Jews after a tip-off from Paul's nephew, and the one who looked after Paul on his last journey to Rome as a prisoner. All acted with integrity.

This story describes a centurion. It is unlikely that he was a Roman officer as the Roman armies did not occupy Palestine until AD 44. But the Jewish King, Herod Antipas, maintained non-Jewish soldiers in the service of Rome. This man was probably a soldier from one of the neighbouring countries such as Syria or Lebanon. 

1. Matthew tells us about this man because of his GREAT FAITH IN JESUS.
Before we look at that let's notice a few things about his request. He came to Jesus asking for help; "Lord," he said, "my servant lies at home paralysed and in terrible suffering." (Vs 6). 

His request shows a man of compassion and care. Slaves in those days were seen merely as living tools to be used - they were worked hard for as long as they were useful and discarded when they were not. One Roman writer divided the tools for agriculture into the articulate, the inarticulate, and the mute; by which he meant the slaves, the cattle and the vehicles. The only difference between a slave, a beast and a cart was the slave could speak (Barclay). 

A slave had no legal rights at all and his owner could treat him as he pleased. 
But here was an owner who genuinely cared for his servant and was concerned about his suffering, even to the extent of coming to Jesus to ask for his help. 

He responded to Jesus with great humility. When Jesus told him that he would go and heal his slave the centurion responded; "Lord, I do not deserve to have you come under my roof. But just say the word and my servant will be healed." 
He did not want to trouble Jesus any more than he needed to. He did not want to be a nuisance. 
But more than that, he knew enough about Jesus to know that here was a good and righteous man, and he knew enough about himself to know his own sinful heart. He felt like the tax collector in the parable of the Lord Jesus; "Lord, have mercy on me, a sinner." Like John the Baptist, who felt unworthy to baptise Jesus, this man felt unworthy to have Jesus even enter his house. 

His conversation with Jesus shows something about his faith. 

Jesus commended him as a man of great faith which tells us that there are degrees of faith. Some have only a small measure of faith - like a mustard seed, one of the smallest of the seeds. Other people, like this man, have great faith in Jesus, unbounded confidence in him. So there are degrees of faith. 
This means that it is possible to grow in faith - to increase the measure of your trust in Jesus - to advance in belief. This is something to aim at and strive for. 

Notice what Jesus said about his faith - vs 10.... 
Why did he say that? What was special about this mans' faith? What had he said to prompt such praise? 

Let's read verse 8....
He believed that Jesus was powerful enough to heal his servant from a distance. "Just say the word." He knew that Jesus did not have to use potions or lotions to bring about a healing; it wasn't a matter of magic or superstition. Jesus just had to speak and it would happen. 

Then the centurion went on to make a comparison between himself and Jesus - not that he was putting himself on the same level as Jesus - rather it was a comparison from the lesser to the greater. He said: Vs 9....

He told Jesus that he was a man under authority and that he had soldiers under him. Ultimately he was under the authority of the Roman Caesar. When he gave an order it wasn't just from him but it came from Caesar. This is why his commands were obeyed.
He recognised that Jesus was a powerful man with authority. He believed that the authority of Jesus must come from someone higher and greater - it must come from God. Jesus was powerful because he carried the authority of God. So if his commands as a centurion were obeyed, how much more would the commands of Jesus be obeyed, coming as they did with the authority of God himself. When Jesus spoke, God spoke.  

This is why Jesus praised this man's faith. His comments showed a remarkable insight into who Jesus was and the source of his authority and power. The centurion probably did not recognise Jesus as the Son of God but he did recognise that the power and authority Jesus had came from God.

This was all the more remarkable because this man did not have the benefit of the Old Testament, as the Jews did. We might have expected the Jews to have an insight like this, but not a Gentile centurion! This too is why Jesus was amazed at his great faith. 

2. Jesus then used this example of faith in this one Gentile centurion to explain how MANY GENTILES WOULD BELIEVE IN HIM. 

The prophets of the OT had spoken of a great banquet that would take place in the Messianic age. We read about that in Isaiah 25. (Is 25:6...). By the time Jesus came to earth the Jews interpreted this as being only for Jews. This banquet would be the symbol of their enjoyment of a new kingdom, just for them when the Messiah came. All the non-Jews, the Gentiles, would be cast aside.

Jesus corrects their mistaken ideas. He indicates that he is going to say something very important; "I say to you". They needed to listen to this. Verse 11....

The people from the East and West are those who are outside of the Jewish kingdom - the gentiles. They will be there at the feast in the kingdom of heaven. 
This gentile centurion would be there with Abraham, Issac and Jacob. He was probably the first gentile we know of who openly confessed faith in Jesus - he was the first of a long line of gentile believers - he was the first-fruits of the vast number of gentile conversions that would follow. 

Matthew wrote this gospel for the Jews because he wanted them to come to faith in the Messiah. But he also wanted the Jews to know about God's plan to include the gentiles. This is a missionary gospel. 
This incident looks ahead to the end of this story where Jesus commands his disciples to "make disciples of all nations" (Matt 28:18-20). 
It anticipates the missionary work of the Apostle Paul to the gentiles that began in Pisidian Antioch. There the Jews rejected the good news about Jesus and spoke against it. Paul declared that he was now turning to the Gentiles - (Acts 13:45-48...).
So this gentile centurion was the first New Testament non-Jew to trust in Jesus that we know of, the first of many many more. 

Jesus explained that the kingdom of heaven would include the gentiles but it would exclude the Jews. Verse 12...

The "subjects of the kingdom" are those who belonged to the visible kingdom of Israel; they were the Jews. 
All of them thought they were going to be there at that great banquet. They thought they were in, they were safe. They thought they had a reserved seat with their name marking a place at the table. They were okay; after all, they were the people of God; they had the law, the prophets and the covenants. They were 'home and hosed'. 

It is true that Jews will be there - Jesus mentions Abraham, Issac and Jacob - Jews with a living faith in God. True Israelites who, despite their sins and failings, put their hope in the living God and trusted in him for salvation. They would be there.

But many others would not. They thought they would be there, in that great hall with its thousand bright lights, taking it all in. 

But in this tragic and sobering passage Jesus informs them that they will be "thrown outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth." (vs 12). 

People will be weeping because of their suffering, and gnashing their teeth in despair. There will be no stopping their flow of tears, no consolation for their sadness. Here is a picture of utter wretchedness and eternal hopelessness. It is a picture of hell, with all its terrible loneliness, its spiritual desolation and its angry despair. It is a picture of those who will stubbornly continue in the path and the way they have set for themselves in this life and who will do that for all eternity. 

It isn't popular to speak of hell today, and even some Christians are trying to edit it out of the Bible. It's not popular in an age of pluralism where everyone can choose their own path; it's not popular in an age where the emphasis is on being sincere rather than being right; it's not popular in a day and age where people don't understand God's holiness or their own sin. But Jesus speaks plainly about hell and its sufferings.

He does so to warn us. He wanted to warn the Jews. They were the religious people of the world. They were 'good' people. And they were Jews. Surely they would be in. But no. 

Entry into the kingdom will not be by race but by faith.
It will not be by tradition, but by belief.
It will not be by ancestry or family, but by the obedience that flows out of a living relationship with the Lord Jesus. 

This Roman centurion had such a faith. He had great faith. He believed in Jesus and his authority to heal. 
Jesus said to him; "Go! It will be done just as you believed it would." (vs 13). And his servant was healed - right then. 

This whole story highlights the necessity of faith. 
The centurion looked to Jesus in faith and his servant was healed. 
The gentiles would look to Jesus in faith and will sit with Abraham, Issac and Jacob in the heavenly banquet in the glorious presence of the Lord Jesus.
What about you? Will you be there? Will you be enjoying the presence of God for all eternity? Or will you be outside, in the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth?

Don't rely on the externals of religion: On attending church, on going to catechism, on belonging to a Christian family, on being a 'good' person, on having a Christian upbringing or friends who are believers. None of those things by themselves will count.

The key issue is this: Do you believe in Jesus? Do you trust in him as the One who saves you from your sins? Do you believe that he died on the cross to bear the punishment you deserved to bear? Do you love him and do you want to serve him? Are you striving to live a life of obedience that is pleasing to him? 

If you believe in Jesus you too will be welcomed into that great hall of feasting, and you will sit down with Abraham, with Moses, with Matthew, with this centurion, and with all who have loved Jesus and trusted in God.

Here is something to look forward to!

Amen. 

