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Jesus has just finished preaching his sermon on the plain — Luke’s version of the sermon on the 

mount. Crowds of people had gathered to hear Jesus describe life in the kingdom of God. Jesus 

ended with a question: “Why do you call me Lord, Lord, and do not do what I say? I will show 

you what it’s like for someone to hear my words and act on them.” With that question 

lingering in the air, Jesus moved on and the crowds followed and watched him heal two very 

different people in two very different ways, yet both of them miraculous signs of the power of 

Jesus’ word. Here is how Luke tells what happened: 

 After Jesus had finished all his sayings in the hearing of the people, he entered 

 Capernaum. A centurion there had a slave whom he valued highly, and who was ill and 

 close to death. When he heard about Jesus, he sent some Jewish elders to him, asking 

 him to come and heal his slave. When they came to Jesus, they appealed to him  

 earnestly, saying, “He is worthy of having you do this for him, for he loves our people, 

 and it is he who built our synagogue for us.” And Jesus went with them, but when he 

 was not far from the house, the centurion sent friends to say to him, “Lord, do not trouble 

 yourself, for I am not worthy to have you come under my roof; therefore I did not 

 presume to come to you. But only speak the word, and let my servant be healed. For I 

 also am a man set under authority, with soldiers under me; and I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he 

 goes, and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes, and to my slave, ‘Do this,’ and the slave 

 does it.” When Jesus heard this he was amazed at him, and turning to the crowd that 

 followed him, he said, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith.” When 

 those who had been sent returned to the house, they found the slave in good health. 

 Soon afterwards he went to a town called Nain, and his disciples and a large crowd 

 went with him. As he approached the gate of the town, a man who had died was being 

 carried out. He was his mother’s only son, and she was a widow; and with her was a large 

 crowd from the town. When the Lord saw her, he had compassion for her and said to 

 her, “Do not weep.” Then he came forward and touched the bier, and the bearers stood 

 still. And he said, “Young man, I say to you, rise!” The dead man sat up and began to 

 speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother. Fear seized all of them; and they glorified 

 God, saying, “A great prophet has risen among us!” and “God has looked favorably on 

 his people!” This word about him spread throughout Judea and all the surrounding 

 country. 

 

Centurions were high-ranking officers in the Roman army. They were considered to be among 

the elite of those chosen for military service. One Roman historian described their special 

qualifications in this way:  

 “They must be not so much seekers after danger as men who can command, steady in 

 action,  and reliable; they ought not to be overly anxious to rush into the fight; but when 

 hard pressed they must be ready to hold their ground and die at their posts.”  

 

It sounds as though this particular centurion in Capernum fit the bill as a man of great military 

stature. Much more notable, however, is that he was well-liked by the Jewish elders for his kind 

regard and generosity toward the Jewish people — highly unusual in a culture where most 

Gentiles despised Jews and many Jews despised Gentiles. Not only was he kind and generous 



but, clearly, this high-ranking officer knew and respected the Jewish faith. He knew asking Jesus 

to come into his house would have broken Jewish custom and rendered Jesus unclean.  

 

In addition to all these remarkable qualities, the Centurion had a strong affection for his servant. 

Remarkable, because servants were considered mere tools by the Romans. But, apparently not 

this one. So strong was his affection for this particular servant that the Centurion was willing to 

go to great lengths to save his life. The Greek word for “servant” used here is “peis,” a term used 

for a male lover. It was common practice among Roman soldiers, who were not permitted to 

have wives, to have a male lover. Whatever the true nature of their relationship, the point is it 

didn’t matter to Jesus. All that mattered to him was the soldier’s humility and trust: “Lord, I am 

not worthy to receive you but only speak the word and my servant will be healed.” 

 

As Luke tells us, the solider had heard all about the miraculous healings Jesus had performed. 

Yet, somehow, he understood that Jesus could heal with his word just as easily as with his touch. 

Jesus is amazed. This is one of only two times Jesus was remembered as being amazed. The only 

other time happened when Jesus went back home to Nazareth after word of his miraculous 

powers had reached them. Jesus was amazed by the lack of belief in his hometown and how he 

was rejected by his neighbors and friends. Now, he is amazed at the belief of a Gentile who 

trusted that what Jesus says will be done shall be accomplished. In his amazement, Jesus turns to 

the crowd that followed him and says, “I have not found such great faith even in Israel.” The 

amazing faith of this Roman Centurion inspired Jesus’ own faith in the power of God at work in 

and through him. Makes us wonder how often Jesus is amazed by our faith? 

 

This is one of the few glimpses we have been provided of what happened in Jesus’ own heart 

whenever he encountered people desperately in need of healing. Another such moment was his 

encounter with the grieving widow. Without her husband and, now, without her only son, this 

woman had no one to care for her. She was physically and financially destitute and staring in the 

face of a very bleak future. As we take a minute to envision the scene, we see Jesus walking 

toward the village followed by the crowd of people from Capernum. They were filled with hope 

and joy, celebrating as they had shouted that in Jesus they now knew that God had come in the 

flesh and visited his people. Just as they reach the village gate, the jubilant crowd is met with a 

somber funeral procession. As they brush past each other, Jesus sees the grieving mother and 

looks upon her with compassion and says, “Don't weep.” Again, we get a glimpse of what 

happened within the heart of Jesus. 

    

The Greek word for “to look with compassion” is splagchnizomai. There is no stronger word in 

the Greek language for the depth of Jesus’ compassion. It literally means to feel in your gut the 

suffering you see. His heart overwhelmed by this mother’s pain, Jesus stops the procession, 

touches the coffin, and says, “Young man, arise.” The healing power of Jesus’ word restores the 

man to life. The powerful word of Jesus can make us rise again and bring about in us the healing 

we need. His word revives us, gives us hope, refreshes weary hearts, and opens us to a vision of 

the world and of life which transcends suffering and death.  

 

The invitation for us this morning, in whatever way we seek healing in our own lives, 

is to come before the Lord with faith that will amaze him: “Lord, only say the word 

and I shall be healed.” As he gazes upon us with compassion, we pray to know and to experience 

what is in his heart, because that will be the gift of healing he knows we need most. Our own 

amazing encounter begins with our simple prayer for Jesus to do what his love for us inspires 

him to do in our lives.  


