
Sermon 31: Luke 7:1-10: The Faith of the Centurion
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INTRODUCTION

There is a lot of confusion around the idea of faith today.  In our post-religious age faith is 
now a form of ungrounded optimism towards the future, a keep-your-chin-up sort of 
attitude that helps motivate you.  Some see it as a self-development tool in a materialistic 
age.  Since we have impoverished ourselves in an age of consumerism we need to have 
some spirituality, and any sort will do.  Biblical faith is something different, Biblical faith is 
informed by the Bible, and it has an exclusive object—Christ.  In the Scriptures we come 
across those who have no faith, those who have weak faith and those with great faith.  
Hebrews 11 gives us a great list of those who lived by faith.  The portion that we are 
looking at today, Luke 7:1-10 is all about someone who had great faith.  Luke deliberately 
puts on display the faith of the Centurion in a chapter where John the Baptist is showing 
uncertainty, v18-35.  This is one of two places where Jesus is said to marvel at people’s 
response to Him v9.  He marvelled at the Centurion’s faith, the other place is where He 
marvels at Jewish unbelief in Mark 6:6.  Even though Christ does an amazing miracle, He 
heals the Centurion’s servant without sight of him or touching him, the mechanism of the 
healing is not explored or even recorded, the last two verses show no detail of how it was 
done; rather our focus is drawn by Luke to this man and His faith in Jesus.  The Centurion’s 
faith is indeed great and a good study for us who are often weak in faith.

Before we get stuck in let me ask you, does it matter if you have a weak faith?  It matters 
to God, in Matt. 6:18-20 Jesus rebukes those who are filled with anxiety and worry and do 
not trust God as their Father.  In Matt. 8:23-27 Jesus rebukes His disciples when they feared
for their lives in the storm though He was in the boat with them.  God thinks that are faith is
important enough to refine with difficult trials, 1 Pet. 1:6-7.  A weak or strong faith 
determines how much you pray, how well you suffer, how much joy you experience in your 
salvation.  Your faith in action puts on display to the world the God you believe in.  

As we examine the Centurion’s faith we will look at how he expresses his faith in good 
works; at how he has a humble faith, and how he has a trusting faith.

Good works

V1-3, ‘After he had finished all his sayings in the hearing of the people, he entered 
Capernaum. 2 Now a centurion had a servant who was sick and at the point of death, who 
was highly valued by him.’  In these verses we are introduced to the Centurion.  A Centurion
was a man who had authority over 100 soldiers and made up a part of a Legion which was 
comprised of 6000 soldiers.  He need not have been a Roman but we can tell by the Jewish 
elders who describe him that he was also not a Jew, v5.  Men could be promoted to this role
because of their good service as soldiers, or it could be gifted by the Caesar.  It was a 
lucrative position that was paid ten times the regular soldier’s salary.  His role in Capernaum
would have been to keep order, enforce law and make sure the Emperor’s taxes came in.  
Centurions are often mentioned favorably in the NT.  



Now this Centurion appears to be like another Cornelius.  Cornelius is the God-fearing 
Centurion of Acts 10.  A God-fearer was a Gentile who had come to see the superiority of 
Judaism to the other polytheistic religions.  They were usually attracted to the better 
morality, the fact that idols were forbidden as the nature of God could not be properly 
captured in idols, as well as the antiquity of its religion and its superior Scriptures.  They 
would attach themselves to Judaism but not go through the formal process of circumcision.  
Because of the general anti-Semitism of the times to be circumcised was political and social 
suicide.  This man was a believer, someone who had been taught the truth and experienced
the grace of God and the evidence of this is obvious in this portion.  

Faith is evidenced by good works and these can be seen in the verses before us.  Firstly, we
see that this man had love for his servant.  Ancient attitudes towards slavery were often 
dehumanizing with Aristotle considering slaves to be nothing more than ‘living tools.’  Others
thought that the only difference between a slave and animal or cart is that the slave can 
speak.  Here we see a Centurion who has great concern and care for his servant.  The 
servant is at the point of death.  We don’t know anything about his condition, but Matthew 
adds that paralysis and terrible suffering were part of it Matt. 8:6.  Luke describes the 
servant as being ‘highly valued’ this could be translated as precious/dear.  V7 uses a Greek 
word which can refer to a child.  It is clear that this man does not have the typical 
dehumanizing view of servants but has care and concern for others.  A fully informed biblical
view sees each human being as valuable because they are made in the image of God.  His 
mercy and compassion goes contrary to views of the time.  

V3-5, ‘When the centurion heard about Jesus, he sent to him elders of the Jews, asking him 
to come and heal his servant. 4 And when they came to Jesus, they pleaded with him 
earnestly, saying, “He is worthy to have you do this for him, for he loves our nation, and he 
is the one who built us our synagogue.”  His good character is pleaded by the Jewish elders 
who petition on his behalf.  The elders were likely the local Jewish officials, and they list 
three things: they say he is worthy.  We will see shortly that this is not how he sees himself.
But this word simply means deserves reward, and for His services to Israel he does indeed 
deserve some civil recognition.  We see that he loves Israel, this is a rare thing given that 
Judaism was mocked by the Romans and seen as inferior.  To be a public benefactor of a 
despised religion while in a position of prominence shows real commitment.  And he built a 
synagogue.  It is obvious that he is not enamored with the culture but the religion of Israel 
and seeks to propagate its message.  His compassion towards his servant, his general good 
conduct, his love of God’s people and his desire to propagate the message of Him all show a
real faith evident in works.  A plant living in fertile and well fed soil is healthy and bears 
fruit, a believer who is living in the experience of God’s grace bears good works.  It seems 
as if Luke has deliberately put this Gentile right here after a sermon that ended talking 
about fruit and obedience as a rebuke to Israel.  This rebuke will be heightened in v9.

The Bible says, Prov. 27:2, ‘Let another praise you, and not your own mouth; a stranger, 
and not your own lips.’  This Centurion has the Jews commending him, his racial enemies 
recognize his good deeds.  Christians too are called to live such good lives that when our 
enemies slander us our good lives make them ashamed, 1 Pet. 2:12.  The challenge for us is
to ask ourselves, is this our witness?  We live in an age that is increasingly hostile to Christ, 
will our lives stand out as good and commendable.  We are called to live in such a way that 
people glorify our Father who is in heaven, Matt. 5:16.  What do your neighbors say about 
you?  Your work colleagues?  Your school mates?  Those who have known you since 
childhood? 

Humility



V6-7, ‘And Jesus went with them. When he was not far from the house, the centurion sent 
friends, saying to him, “Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am not worthy to have you come 
under my roof. 7 Therefore I did not presume to come to you. But say the word, and let my 
servant be healed.’  We have heard much about what others have thought of the Centurion 
but we have not heard what the Centurion thinks of himself.  Here we see what the 
Centurion thinks.  The Centurion has sent two delegations to Christ.  Firstly, he sent the 
Jewish elders to plead for Christ to come and heal his servant.  While Christ is on His way 
the Centurion sends a second delegation of friends asking Christ not to trouble Himself for 
he is not worthy to have Christ under his roof. He explains that the real reason he did not 
originally come in person is because he did not feel himself worthy of coming.  But since his 
earnest desire for his servant made him bold, when he had time to think he was reminded 
of his unworthiness of Christ coming under his roof and sent the second delegation.  

The Centurion is a living illustration of the sermon on the plain not only because he has 
been generous with a racial enemy, nor only because of the good fruit that he has produced
but because he is also poor in spirit and knows his spiritual bankruptcy aware of the beam in
his own eye.  True faith has a true sight of both ourselves and our Savior, examining his 
humility was see that he has a clear grasp on his sinfulness and unworthiness.  There are 
various times when we might think more deeply of our sinfulness, I have spoken to those 
who are seriously ill and perhaps facing death who have been willing to take a more sober 
look at their unworthiness but what about ourselves?  

Let me prod your unworthiness this morning.  It may feel like me putting my finger in your 
eye.  In our day and age to speak of our unworthiness is suspected of being a method of 
control.  It has often been done that we have attempted to control people to do our wills by 
shaming them into it, we name their shame in order to get them to cow and bow to our will.
Churches have done it, parents have done it, it happens in marriage, it is not this emotional 
blackmail that I am referring to here.  There is a difference between manipulative guilt and 
godly guilt. A false guilt is one sided working with half-truths and highlights your sinfulness 
painting you as the villain but leaves you with no hope of forgiveness or change.  Godly 
guilt, guilt that is induced by the Spirit of God leads to repentance because although it gives 
a devastating view of our sinfulness, it also gives a sight of God’s goodness.  This is how 
Paul puts it in 2 Cor. 7:10, ‘For godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation 
without regret, whereas worldly grief produces death.’  There is a sense of unworthiness 
that can end in suicide and a sense of unworthiness that ends in worship.  For those who 
tend to be swallowed up with guilt and see nothing but black note the Centurion’s boldness 
to ask Christ for His mercies.  We will come back to this later.

But there is another side to this I want to explore.  When was the last time your truly felt 
your unworthiness?  True faith does not forget the sin that alienated us from God, and that 
continues to war within us.  Paul is a good example of someone who towards the end of his 
life counted himself as the chief of sinners.  The closer one draws to God the more sinful 
one feels.  John Bradford was a Puritan martyred by Queen Mary, in a letter he refers to 
himself this way: ‘The sinful John Bradford: a very painted hypocrite: the most miserable, 
hard-hearted, and unthankful sinner, John Bradford.”  Samuel Rutherford another Puritan 
imprisoned for the gospel wrote: ‘This body of sin and corruption embitters and poisons our 
enjoyment.  O that I were where I shall sin no more.’  Jonathan Edwards in his biography 
wrote of the missionary David Brainerd: ‘His religious illuminations, affection, and comfort, 
seemed to a great degree to be attended with evangelical humiliation; consisting in a sense 
of his own utter insufficiency, despicableness and odiousness; with an answering disposition 
and frame of heart.  How deeply affected was he continually with his great defects in 
religion; with his vast distance from that spirituality and holy frame that becomes a child of 



God; with his ignorance, pride, deadness, barrenness!  He was not only affected with the 
remembrance of his former sinfulness, before his conversion, but with the sense of his 
present vileness and pollution.  He was not only disposed to think other saints better than 
he; yea to look on himself as the worst and lest of saints; but, very often, as the vilest and 
worst of mankind.’  Jonathan Edwards wrote of his own sin: ‘When I look into my heart and 
take a view of its wickedness, it looks like an abyss infinitely deeper than hell.  And it 
appears to me, that, if it were not for free grace, exalted and raised up to the infinite height
of all the fullness and glory of the great Jehovah, I should appear sunk down in my sins 
below hell itself; far below the sight of everything but the eye of sovereign grace, that alone
can pierce down to such a depth.  And it is affecting to think how ignorant I was, when a 
young Christian, of the bottomless depths of wickedness, pride, hypocrisy, and deceit left in 
my heart.’

Are we embarrassed to see this man’s sense of unworthiness when our generation feels so 
entitled, and that God is in the docks, guilty until proven innocent?  This Centurion reminds 
us that God is holy, sin is serious, that sin unfits us for God’s presence or to expect the 
presence and favors of Christ.  I wanted to prod our unworthiness today because we can 
become glib and familiar with God.  To be reminded of our sinfulness is not a bid to shame 
you but to remind you of how undeserving you are so that you will turn to no other but the 
God-man who came to save you; and when you see God pay the highest cost to save you 
your hearts will offer grateful service to God.

Trust

We have seen how this man’s faith is evident in good works, as well as in a healthy sense of
unworthiness, and we come now to the final aspect of the Centurion’s faith we want to 
highlight—trust.  V8, ‘For I too 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 servant, 
‘Do this,’ and he does it.”  He has just sent his second delegation explaining that he is 
unworthy of Jesus coming under his roof but this does not stop him from making a bold 
request for Jesus to simply command the healing from afar.  We see in v8 that this soldier is
used to the idea of authority and those under authority have to obey. He tells us much 
about his faith as he applies this to Christ.  

The authority of Christ has been demonstrated throughout this gospel many times.  Jesus 
has demonstrated His authority over demons, his authority over sicknesses like leprosy, he 
has insisted on being the Lord of the Sabbath, and having authority to instruct his disciples 
to ignore the traditions of the religious leaders.  He teaches authoritatively and claims that 
He is Lord and His word should be obeyed and that one’s life and eternal destiny will stand 
or fall into relation to whether Jesus is truly your Lord or not.  The Jews have not believed, 
and those who have believed have not quite committed to the fact, but this Gentile truly 
believes.  He believes that Jesus has authority over sickness.  He does not have a 
superstitious view or a magical view where charms or special techniques need to be 
employed; he does not think that physical touch or some powerful item is needed.  Jesus 
Himself has by the power of His word sufficient power without touching or seeing the man 
to heal him.  True faith has a sight of Jesus superiority and power.

There is a lesson in prayer for the believer here.  Christ is not here, He has ascended into 
Heaven, yet all authority on heaven and on earth are His.  He is able with a word to answer 
prayer, but will you ask?



But not only is Jesus ability assumed, but also His willingness.  Jesus has already ministered 
to the outcasts like the demoniacs and the lepers, He has called tax collectors to follow him 
as well as political zealots.  This man has come to trust that Jesus would be willing to help 
an outsider, a Gentile, an unworthy sinner and his servant.  True faith not only sees the 
power of God but it also trusts in the goodness of God.  Appreciate the tension that we are 
seeing here.  Here is a man who knows himself so unworthy that he does not even want 
Jesus to come into his house, like Peter who said, ‘Depart from me, I am a sinful man,’ he is
aware of his sin, but he is also bold to ask.  All true faith has this binocular vision.  Faith is 
like chameleon eyes as opposed to a cyclops’s eye.  Chameleons are able to have two 
different things in sight at the same time, but a cyclops can only see one thing.  Some 
people have a faith that only sees their unworthiness and neglect God’s goodness to sinners,
other see God’s grace but not the seriousness of sin, informed faith, like a chameleon can 
see both at the same time.

Once again we can apply this to prayer.  We might believe in a God who is mighty but do 
we believe in a God who is willing.  We see His strength but do we see how He is willing to 
associate with the sinner and answer their need?  

V9, ‘When Jesus heard these things, he marveled at him, and turning to the crowd that 
followed him, said, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith.”  This is only one 
of two times that Jesus marvels at people in the NT, the first is to Jewish unbelief and this 
second time is at Gentile belief.  This gulf is emphasized by the fact that Jesus mentions that
this faith has not been found even in Israel.  This is the place one would expect to find such 
unquestioning confidence in the Messiah, but no, it is a Gentile who has such faith.  This 
rebuke carries a warning.  Those who have knowledge may not have faith, those who are 
most likely to have faith may have none, self-examination on this front is needed.  
Matthew’s account in 8:11-12 adds more on this note, ‘I tell you, many will come from east 
and west and recline at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, 
12 while the sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness. In that place there 
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  This Gentile believer is a first fruit of things to 
come where many non-Jews will believe in the Messiah.  

This Gentile has been placed before us as an example of faith, the passage ends merely 
declaring the healing without going into detail how it happened, v10, ‘And when those who 
had been sent returned to the house, they found the servant well.’  He has a well-rounded 
biblical faith. He is a mighty and important man but who admits his need for help; he is an 
outwardly righteous man who admits his unworthiness; he is an outsider trusting in the 
Savior of his racial enemies; he is an uniformed man who acts with an informed faith; a 
sinful man with a believing confidence in a good God.  In a world that has lost its faith do 
you have faith like this Centurion?                                 
 
                               


