Matthew 8:5-13
2009


When Jesus had entered Capernaum, a centurion came to Him, asking for help. 
“Lord,” he said, “my servant lies at home para​lyzed and in terrible suffering.”



Jesus said to him, “I will go and heal him.”



The centurion replied, “Lord, I do not deserve to have You come under my roof. But just 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.”



When Jesus heard this, He was astonished and said to those following Him, “I tell you the truth, I have not found anyone in Israel with such great faith. 
I say to you that many will come from the east and the west, and will take their places at the feast with Abra​ham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. 
But the sub​jects of the kingdom will be thrown outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”



Then Jesus said to the centurion, “Go! It will be done just as you believed it would.” And his servant was healed at that very hour.


Notice that Matthew says that Jesus was “astonished.”  This is the only place in the Bible where it ever says that Jesus was astonished.  This is the only place in the entire Bible where it ever says that God was asto​nished.  What does it mean to be astonished?  It means to be surprised by something that you did not expect.


Remember back ten years to nine-eleven.  I saw what I never expected to see: the results of one plane hitting the towers, and another plane coming in.  I think many people were astonished by that, since it was totally unexpected.


Now let’s do a little make believe.  Imagine that you had a time machine and could go back in time to nine-eleven and witness it happen all over again.  Would you be astonished to see first one plane and then a second smash into the towers?  No, you would not be astonished, for you would know what was going to happen.  There would be no surprise in​volved.  It would not be unexpected.  Quite the opposite, you would be ex​pecting it to happen.  You might well be angry at it and wish there was something you could do to prevent it, but you would not be astonished.


Matthew says that Jesus was astonished.  But, Jesus is God, and knows all things.  So Jesus knew what this centurion was going to say before he said it.  So how is it possible that Jesus was astonished at what the centurion said?  Jesus is also a human being, just like us, and He learned just as we have to learn, as we heard a couple weeks ago.  Even though Jesus knows all things, He did not always make use of that knowledge during His ministry.  He willingly set aside using that knowledge, and did things the hard way, just as we do.  So, Jesus was astonished.


He was astonished at the great faith of this centurion.  A centurion was a Roman soldier who was over a century of men, that is, up to a hun​dred soldiers.  It is not very likely that this centurion was a Jew; most likely, he was a Gentile, just like us.  But it is about him that Jesus says, “I tell you the truth, I have not found anyone in Israel with such great faith.”  How was it that this centurion had such great faith?  Did he really have greater faith even that Jesus’ disciples, even that Jesus’ own mother Mary?


Jesus did comment from time to time on other people’s faith.  Later in this same chapter of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus said to His disciples, “You of little faith, why are you so afraid?” Mt8v26.  On another occasion, the disciples said to Jesus, “Increase our faith!” Lk17v5.  To a woman far to the northwest, Jesus said, “Woman, you have great faith!” Mt15v28.  He could look into people’s hearts and see just how strong their faith really was.  He can certainly look into our hearts to see how strong or weak our faith is.


So how did this centurion get such great faith that even Jesus was astonished?  How can we get a great faith?  What did this centurion do to get this faith?  What can we do?  One of the men we heard this past week at the special translation conference talked about the difference between the German and English concept of faith.  Here are some of his words:

One of the most striking examples of word usage that simply will not find a tidy English equivalence is the whole family of words that have to do with faith. The noun “faith” and the verb “to be​lieve” in German are “der Glaube” and “glauben” respectively. But ask someone who speaks only English what those words mean in English, what they have for synonyms. The answer you get will be something like this: “Faith is a feeling that we have; it needs no proof, it’s just how we feel. To believe something is to have a good feeling about something, a hope that needs no basis or foundation.” Just listen sometime to how people use those two words. In times of distress they may say: “Well, you’ve just go to believe.” Believe what? And why? Or of a favorite sporting team they may say, “We’ve just got to have faith.” I remember once seeing on the news a streamer plastered in the Packer’s locker room: “Believe in the Pack.” Believe what? And why?
___!/3�G__§__When Jesus said that this centurion had great faith, He did not mean that this centurion had a warm feeling, but rather than he had a firm confidence.  He had no doubts about Jesus.  He knew that Jesus could heal his servant, and he believed that Jesus would heal his servant.  Why did he believe that?


The apostle Paul explains where faith comes from: “Faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the Word of Christ.” Ro10v17.  For this centurion to have great faith, he must have heard that message, which is the Word of Christ.  Whether the centurion stood among the crowds listening to Jesus, or whether someone else told him what Jesus had said, his faith was based on the words Jesus had spoken.  He may well have also heard about Jesus’ miracles, which clearly demon​strate that Jesus is not just someone with an oversupply of hot air, but someone who backs up his words and promises with deeds.


What the centurion heard from Jesus or about Jesus he believed.  He regarded it as true.  He then proceeded to base his life on that truth, and the life of his servant.  He relied on what Jesus had said and promised.  You see, this centurion had such a great faith because he had such a great Savior who had spoken such great words and promises.  But don’t we also have the same great Savior who has spoken the same great words and promises?


What the centurion heard from Jesus he believed, and did not doubt.  Listen again to his certainty: “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.”  If this centurion, an ordinary human being, has such authority, does not Jesus, who is God, have far more authority?  He is asking Jesus to issue a simple command about one case of illness.  It is not a difficult thing at all for Jesus to issue the command that the servant’s illness should disappear.


We too can have such a great faith.  We have access to the same resources the centurion had, and more.  We have the words of Jesus readily available to us.  We will not have great faith if we ignore His words.  We have the sacraments readily available to us.  We will not have great faith if we ignore them.  Jesus wants us to have great faith, which is why He has provided these things for us.  Great faith does not come from us, but from our great God and Savior Jesus.


But if we have great faith, then we need never worry again.  We can simply cling to the wonderful promises Jesus has given us, and He will care for us.  Just before Matthew recorded this incident, he recorded these words of Jesus:


Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?


And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will He not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? So do not worry, saying, “What shall we eat?” or “What shall we drink?” or “What shall we wear?” For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own. Mt6v25-34.

If we have great faith, then we are also set free from our constant concerns about our own welfare.  When we have great faith, we can let Jesus take care of those things, and instead dedicate ourselves to doing the tasks that Jesus sets before us.  Notice that the centurion makes no request of Jesus for himself, but only for his servant who is lying “at home para​lyzed and in terrible suffering.”  His thoughts and concerns are directed outward, toward those around him, not inward toward himself.  That is also what Jesus asks us to do.  He tells us to love God and to love our neighbors, but He does not command us to love ourselves.


Jesus was astonished, for here was a man who did what he was supposed to do with Jesus’ words: he believed them.  There is no reason for us not to do the same.  We have the same great God and Savior this centu​rion had.  Let us believe Him and trust Him for everything, especially for forgiveness for our weak faith.  Amen.

�


�


�


�


�


�


�


�


�





