One on One: Jesus’ Interaction with Individuals #5

“Jesus and the Infidel”

Luke 7:1-10
Tensions between ethnic groups are high in our culture, but this situation is not new. Racism has been a problem for centuries and, as we saw a few weeks ago between the Jews and Samaritans, existed in the time of Christ. But when it came to Jewish attitudes toward Romans, this hatred reached new depths. It wasn’t just that Romans were foreigners; they represented an oppressive occupying force within their land. We might compare Jewish sentiments toward Romans with they way Poles may have felt about Nazi German soldiers during World War II, or the way Ukrainians feel about Russian invaders today. This went far beyond ethnic differences and dislike.

With this in mind, turn to Luke chapter seven. As we consider Jesus’ one-on-one interactions with individuals we come upon a man whom the Jews would dislike and distrust. As we saw in our last study with Matthew—viewed as a Roman collaborator—negative feelings would have run high against this Roman centurion. Here we see Jesus and the infidel.
The Hated Foreigner

Luke introduces the hated foreigner in Luke 7:1-6,

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. 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.
Jesus enters Capernaum in Galilee, a place one scholar suggests Jesus seemed to center His activities and may be said to have had His headquarters, insofar as He had any radiating point of operation. Matthew 4:13 says that Jesus left Nazareth and “took up residence” in Capernaum,” therefore calling it “[Jesus’] own city” in Matthew 9:1.
 Several of His disciples hailed from Capernaum as well.
Here Jesus received word from a messenger of a Roman centurion that the soldier’s servant was deathly ill. A centurion commanded a hundred men in a Roman legion of approximately six thousand soldiers. In terms of modern-day rank, he would be an infantry captain or, perhaps, a major. In this case, the centurion went to extraordinary lengths to save the life of his slave. Because he understood the delicate nature of Jewish-Gentile interaction (due mainly to issues of ritual purity), he asked some Jewish elders—men of influence in the local synagogue—to ask Jesus for help.

We read a parallel account of this in Matthew 8:5-6, which reads, “When Jesus had entered Capernaum, a centurion came to him, asking for help. ‘Lord,’ he said, ‘my servant lies at home paralyzed and in terrible suffering.’” This condensed report does not contradict Luke’s fuller account. The centurion’s friends represented him to Jesus and then represented Jesus to him. When the news reports that the President said something to Congress, this does not necessarily mean that the message was delivered in person. It was probably delivered by one of their official representatives, but the message would be received as from the leader personally.

Some scholars believe that the healing of the nobleman’s son in John 4:46-54 is a parallel of the same story, but the evidence does not support this.
 While the two stories share several similarities, there are as many differences. In Luke the petitioner is a centurion, in John a royal official; in Luke the victim is a servant, in John a son; John makes no mention of a delegation sent to Jesus or of a change of mind of the petitioner; and in Luke the servant is paralyzed while in John the malady is identified as fever.

As mentioned previously, Romans and Jews did not get along well in first-century Palestine, but in this case, the Roman centurion had earned the affection of the Jewish community in the town. The Jewish elders described the centurion as “worthy” of this favor. Because they considered the man morally worthy—on balance—of Jesus’ kindness, the men approached the Master, Jew to Jew, citing the man’s love of the Jewish people, which he demonstrated by donating enough money to give them a synagogue.

Evidence of the centurion’s worthiness is seen in his building of the synagogue of Capernaum. The Greek of verse 5 is emphatic—“he himself built the synagogue for us”—indicating personal commitment of funds or effort by the centurion. Roman centurions were typically persons of economic means, and the use of their means public services and civic projects played an important role in their appointment and promotion to the upper ranks of Roman military and political life. Countless inscriptions from the ancient Mediterranean world celebrate them as public benefactors. This fact need not compromise the sincerity of his gift, any more than claiming a tax exemption allowed in the U.S. tax code compromises a charitable contribution.

It is not said that this centurion was a worshipper of the true God, but a man would scarcely have undertaken all that is involved in building a synagogue without some interest in the God who was worshipped there. It is true that some Romans helped religion out of a cynical regard for the best interests of the state; but this centurion was a man of faith, not a cynic. Some have conjectured that he was a “Godfearer,” one who worshipped God but declined to become a proselyte to Judaism, and this is likely.

Interestingly, archaeologists have found a first-century synagogue in ancient Capernaum that featured a basalt floor 60 feet wide by 79 feet long. Too large to have been a private dwelling, this was very possibly the synagogue at which Jesus taught.

So while in general terms first-century Jews would have viewed Romans (particularly Roman soldiers) as hated foreigners, this particular centurion gained the respect and admiration of the leaders in Capernaum.
The Humble Favor

In Luke 7:6-8 we read of the humble favor this centurion expressed to Jesus:

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. 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 Jesus neared the home, the centurion’s messengers intercepted Him. The soldier clearly understood that Jews don’t normally enter a Gentile’s home for fear of ritual contamination. For Jesus to enter might require a time-consuming purification ritual and temporary disqualification from worship in the temple. The centurion hoped to spare Jesus the trouble. Furthermore, he saw himself as unworthy of Jesus’ kindness.

This humility is impressive. Imagine a Roman officer telling a poor Jewish rabbi that he was unworthy to have Him enter his house! The Romans were not known for displaying humility, especially before their Jewish subjects.
 Yet this centurion was a humble man. He had not met Jesus but knew enough about Him to accord Him a high place.
 There is no presumption, no sense of entitlement with the centurion.

Here was a military officer who clearly understood authority. There is no indication that he had ever personally seen Jesus perform any miracles. Undoubtedly, he had heard stories of how Jesus had healed the sick, and sent some Jewish friends to ask Him to come. But when Jesus drew close to his home, the Centurion sent a message, “Lord, do not trouble yourself further, for I am not fit for you to come under my roof; for this reason I did not even consider myself worthy to come to you, but just say the word, and my servant will be healed.” The centurion, humbling himself, expected Jesus to be able to heal thereby acknowledging His position of authority over disease. He interjected no conditions. Rather, he simply asked Jesus to issue the command. This unconditional faith in the person of Jesus was really a recognition of His deity, and prompted Jesus to commend him in glowing terms (as we will see in a moment).

This officer understood authority: when the one in charge commands, the ones beneath obey. The soldier effectively said, “Jesus, you call the shots, you inhabit the throne. You wear five stars on your shoulder.” He saluted Christ as supreme commander.

The Honored Faith

In verses 9-10 Jesus commends the honored faith of the centurion:

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.” Then the men who had been sent returned to the house and found the servant well.
In an interesting twist of terms, Luke tells us it was Jesus’ turn to be amazed. He marveled at the centurion’s faith, which He described as the greatest in all of Israel. While Matthew provides more detail about Jesus’ response, Luke chose to keep it simple. The Lord met the man’s humility and confidence with a miracle of healing. By the time the centurion’s friends returned to the house, the servant had made a full recovery.

Twice in the Gospels we are told that Jesus marveled. Here in Capernaum, He marveled at the faith of a Gentile; and in Nazareth, He marveled at the unbelief of the Jews in Mark 6:6. The only other person Jesus commended for having “great faith” was a Gentile woman whose daughter He delivered from a demon, as recorded in Matthew 15:21-28. It is worth noting that in both of these instances, Jesus healed at a distance.

Jesus shared his astonishment with the crowd. He turned, perhaps to make sure they got the message. He prefixed his statement with “I tell you,” which appears to serve the same purpose. This was a most unusual situation and Jesus did not want this group of Israelites to miss the full impact of his commendation of the military man. He went on, “I have not found such great faith even in Israel.” This is not an overall criticism of Israel, for the implication is that Jesus did find faith there, though not as great faith as that of the centurion. The surprising thing was that this Gentile should have such great faith—faith surpassing that among the Israelites.
 After all, he was a Gentile whose background was pagan. He was a Roman soldier, trained to be self-sufficient, and we have no evidence that he had ever heard Jesus preach. If this Roman, with very little spiritual instruction, had that kind of faith in God’s Word, how much greater our faith ought to be! We have an entire Bible to read and study, as well as nearly 2,000 years of church history to encourage us, and yet we are guilty of “no faith” (Mark 4:40) or “little faith” (Matt. 14:31). Our prayer ought to be, “Lord, increase our faith!” (Luke 17:5)

Luke focuses on the faith of the centurion, not so much on the miracle of healing. The faith Jesus praised was characterized by humility. Many of the Jews recognized Jesus’ great abilities as healer and teacher, but the centurion recognized Jesus’ authority. In the same manner, true faith humbly submits to the authority of the King.
 Faith—the combination of humility (“Lord, I am not worthy”) and confidence (“Say the word and make my servant well”) exhibited by the centurion—is in some ways a greater miracle than even physical healing. The miracle is not simply that Jesus healed the servant at a distance; He spanned a greater cultural distance in bringing a Gentile to faith.

So what does this mean to us? What lessons from this one-on-one encounter with the Roman centurion can we apply to our interactions with individuals today? I believe there are several.

First, we must avoid stereotyping people by their place of origin. Not everybody who hails from an Arab nation is Muslim. Not everyone whose family comes from a communist or socialist nation is atheist. Racism is not only based on skin color. Don’t automatically assume that a person is capable of trusting in Christ or not because of where their family came from.

Second, we must be willing to be inconvenienced for others whom we might suspect are unlikely to receive the gospel message. I am certain Jesus had lots of things He could have been doing or places He could have gone, but when He was told of a man in need—a Roman centurion, no less—He set out for the man’s house. How many times in Jesus’ life did He put the demands and opportunities of the many on hold to meet the need of the one?

Third, we must acknowledge steps of faith when we encounter them. No, this Roman centurion may not have had all his theological ducks in a row, so to speak, but Jesus recognized his humility and trust. Be quick to commend someone’s step of faith, even if they don’t completely comprehend all there is to know about Jesus. 

Let’s not lightly dismiss unbelievers’ initial steps toward the Savior. When the centurion admitted that Jesus did not have to come to his house to heal his servant, Jesus didn’t dilute the man’s opinion or adjust his comments. “You flatter me!” He could have said. But He didn’t dismiss the adulation as overstatement; rather he accepted it as appropriate.
 
God often moves in the most unlikely ways using the most unlikely people. Let’s not put God in a box by telling Him whom He can or cannot save or use. Even someone as unlikely as a Roman centurion—a commanding officer of an enemy occupying force—can demonstrate true faith in Jesus. When such opportunities arise, let’s not dismiss them but discover what Christ can do for them!
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