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This is an amazing story that teaches us how to exercise the authority of God.   On entering Capernaum, a centurion approached Jesus.  Capernaum was an important garrison town, and in it were many soldiers.  The soldiers were always commanded by a centurion.  Centurions have been described as the backbone of the Roman Empire.  The exercise of authority mostly came down to the centurions in charge.  The centurion explained his predicament to Jesus.  His servant was lying at home paralyzed and in great pain.  Jesus made an interesting response, which is often mistranslated as a statement, “I will go and heal him”.  In fact, the personal pronoun (“I”) is emphatic and almost certainly what Jesus is saying is this: “Shall I go and heal him?”   The fact that Jesus answers using a question is significant.  He is probing the nature and depth of the centurion’s faith.  He wanted to draw out what was in the centurion’s heart, because He needed to have something to work with.  Remember the widow and the jar of oil.  She did not have much; in fact she had virtually nothing, but what she did have she brought to the prophet.  It is for a reason that the Bible states we are co-labourers with Christ.  Is there a substance of faith in our hearts that He can work with?  For the very same reason shortly afterward Jesus answered the two blind men with a question, “Do you believe that I am able to do this?” (Matt. 9:28).  For the same reason he answered Bartimaeus, the blind beggar at the side of the road in Jericho, with a question whose answer was – permit the pun – blindingly obvious, “What do you want me to do for you?” (Mark 10:51)  The question had to be asked.

Let’s look closely at the centurion’s reply, for it was his reply that uncovered his heart.  First, he addressed Jesus as “Lord” (verse 8).  Think about it for a minute.  Here was a Roman soldier in command of the military garrison in the city, coming to Jesus, a Galilean preacher of no significance or reputation even in the Jewish social or religious order, a Jesus who was still in the early days of His ministry, who had not yet chosen or sent out His disciples.  Yet the centurion says, “Lord”.  Jesus is our friend, our comforter, our healer, all those wonderful things, but before all that, He is our Lord, and we should never forget it.  The centurion’s next comment is even more astounding, “I am not worthy for you to come under my roof” (verse 8).  Why did he feel unworthy?  Some have thought that his sense of unworthiness had to do with the fact that, as a Gentile, he would be defiling Jesus’ ceremonial purity by associating with Him, but that hardly does justice to the power of his words.   He feels unworthy because he knows he is in the presence of an authority so incredible it is greater than that of the Emperor himself.  No centurion would be given an audience with a general, let alone Caesar, yet this man knows he is in  the presence of someone much greater.  

“‘Just say the word’”, the centurion says to Jesus, “‘and my servant will be healed, for I am a man under authority, with soldiers under me; and I say to this one, “Go!” and he goes, and to another, “Come” and he comes, and to my slave, “Do this!” and he does it’”   (verse 9 ).  This is the kind of man Jesus described in the first of the Beatitudes as being poor in spirit.  He knew that he had nothing to commend himself to God, and could only throw himself on God’s mercy.  He was a man of power, yet had no power in the thing that really mattered – the life of his beloved servant.  Yet he knew that there was a greater power he could access, if he came to it the right way, in the acknowledgment of his total powerlessness and worthlessness.   The reward given to those poor in spirit, according to Jesus, is this: “Theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:3).  Those who know they are nothing in themselves are those to whom the power of the kingdom will be given.  The centurion understood by instinct the profound Biblical truth that a person will only exercise as much authority as they are submitted to.  One teacher pointed out that there is a critical connection between each of the Beatitudes and the promises attached to them – and the connection is Jesus.  Without Jesus, none of the promises will come.  But with Him, those who are poor in spirit will surely receive the kingdom of heaven.  Those who mourn will be comforted.  Those who are meek will inherit the earth.  Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness will be filled.  With a right attitude and heart, we can go to Jesus and receive the promises.  The centurion met the connecting point that day in the person of Jesus.  He plugged his empty battery into the greatest power source in the universe.  Because of Jesus, this man who was poor in spirit received the power of God’s kingdom.  The centurion believed that Jesus’ word alone was sufficient to heal his servant, and through his faith – the child-like trust of one poor in spirit – the miracle occurred: “And Jesus said to the centurion, “‘Go your way; let it be done to you as you believed.’  And the servant was healed that very hour.” (verse 13)   Notice the words, “Let it be done as you believed” (or “according to your faith”).  These words are significant.  Jesus held all the power in the universe, yet He enlisted the centurion as a critical co-labourer.  It was the centurion’s faith which released the power of Jesus to heal, and if the centurion had not exercised that faith, the servant would not have been healed.  It was the centurion’s faith which released the healing power of the kingdom through the word of Jesus.  

The central point in all this is the centurion’s understanding of authority.   He understood that all Jesus had to do was to say the word for the servant to be healed.  How he came to understand this is revealed in the next words, “For I, myself, am a man under authority.”  His experience as a soldier is what enabled him to understand the authority that Jesus exercised.  In the Roman military system, all authority (Greek exousia) belonged to one man and one man only – the Emperor, Caesar himself.  This authority was then delegated to those under him.  The centurion understood that his authority was delegated authority.  That meant, on the one hand, that he had no authority in himself.  But it also meant, on the other hand, that when he spoke or gave a command, he spoke with the authority of the Emperor, and that is why his command was obeyed.  An infantryman who disobeyed the centurion would be disobeying the Emperor himself.  The centurion then applied his own understanding of authority to Jesus.  He saw that Jesus was under God’s authority.  He realized that Jesus had such a relationship with God that He carried the authority of God in Him.  Therefore, when Jesus spoke, he spoke with God’s authority.  His word was effective because it was God’s word.  That is why Jesus had authority over sickness.  And he also saw that to defy Jesus was to defy God Himself.

Jesus was astonished at the centurion’s faith (verse 10).  The same word is used in Mark 6:6 to describe how Jesus was astonished at the unbelief of the people in his home town.  Jesus was rarely surprised by anything, but those two situations caught him off guard, and that is a measure of how powerful the faith of the centurion was.  It astonished Jesus that, in spite of all the miracles, his townsfolk could see no further than the boy they had grown up with.   It equally astonished Him that this centurion, entirely foreign to Israel and the covenant promises of God, could so easily grasp hold of who Jesus was in relation to His Father.  The townsfolk of Nazareth saw only Jesus’ earthly father, the centurion saw only His heavenly Father.  The townsfolk limited Jesus to what His earthly father could give him, the centurion saw that Jesus could have anything His heavenly Father gave Him.  In one sense, therefore, the two stories are all about how different people understood Jesus and how they received Him.  The centurion, by receiving Jesus as the Son of God and giving Him due honour, placed himself in the middle of God’s chain of authority.  The centurion was the link in the chain between Jesus and the sick servant.  The centurion, by placing himself under Jesus’ authority, tapped into that authority and became the channel by which that authority  flowed to the servant.  Even though the centurion himself had no direct physical role in the healing, he was the human channel by which it occurred.  It was by his faith that the servant was healed.  If he had not come to Jesus, if he had not recognized Jesus’ authority, if he had not come under that authority, the power of God would not have been released to heal the servant.  Jesus said that He had not found anyone in Israel with such great faith.  The centurion’s  faith was not great because he believed that Jesus could heal by long distance.  The centurion’s faith was great because, as a Gentile raised completely outside the knowledge of God, he had, in a way even the disciples had not yet seen, penetrated into the secret of Jesus’ authority.  He had seen that Jesus Himself was the Son of God, and as directly under His Father’s authority, had power even over sickness.  The centurion understood exactly where Jesus’ authority came from and how it operated.  And he did all this without being raised in the Scriptures or in the knowledge of God.  But he did possess one thing, and that one thing was enough: an understanding of authority which was so acute it led Him to the one with authority over all.

Hebrews 11:7 tells us that even Jesus came into this world not to do His will but to do the Father’s will.  In Gethsemane, He prayed , “Not my will, but yours be done” (Mark 14:36).  At the end of time, when all things are brought under Christ’s authority, He Himself “will be subjected to the One who subjected all things to Him, that God may be all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28).   How about you?   Do you want to exercise authority?  Then come under it.  Here in a nutshell is the problem of the western church today.  We are an independent people, focussed on the exercise of our rights and freedoms, and we see authority as a restriction to our liberty.  But the centurion understood from personal experience that the way to exercise authority and gain real freedom is to stand underneath it.  The incredible truth of the Bible is that every believer can be like the centurion.  Every believer can stand under the structure of divine authority and begin to exercise as much of that authority as God gives them.  

But there is a hard part.  The centurion did not pretend to be able to take Jesus out of the picture and go straight to God Himself.  He understood that he was only a link in the chain of delegated authority.  He both stood under it and exercised it.  There, in the thinking of this one man, was the secret of the Roman Empire.  Jesus modelled for us submission to authority.  Scripture teaches that our submission is to be expressed in various ways: children to parents, wives to husbands,  believers to elders, employees to employers, citizens to government.  All these forms of submission are actually forms of submission to God Himself, for each of these expressions of authority has been placed there by God.  When you obeyed the centurion, you obeyed Caesar.  When you obey your employer, believe it or not, you obey God.  And what if your authority is ungodly – unless it tells you to violate God’s law, obey it.  If it does wrong, it is God’s responsibility to deal with it, not yours.  Our society instinctively rebels against all of this.   Children should have freedom to do what they want.  Anyone who believes there is authority in marriage is portrayed as a dinosaur.  Employees couldn’t care less about their employer.  And citizens hold their governments in contempt.  When these attitudes affect a nation, that nation is about to fall.  When they come into the church, the church is finished as an instrument of God’s kingdom and His power.   

You say, “It sounds like I’m in the army”  Yes, you are!  Whether you like it or not, when you came to Christ, you were deployed on a battlefield facing the forces of the kingdom of darkness.  Satan understands authority, even though he rebelled against it.  He then substituted his own authority, which is a counterfeit of God’s.  His kingdom is built on fear, God’s kingdom is built on love.  The forces of darkness serve their master with great fear and will not nice to you just because you don’t respect the authority you’re under.  They are trained to kill.  And it’s easy to pick off a soldier who goes off and does his own thing.   We are so foolish to resist authority instituted by God.  God designs authority for our good, whether it be the husband laying down his life for his wife (Eph. 5:25), elders serving their flock (1 Peter 5:3), parents not provoking their children to anger (Eph. 6:4), employers treating their employees justly (Col. 4:1), or even an ungodly government (in Paul’s case headed by a tyrannical ruler) who nevertheless becomes God’s servant for good (Rom. 13:4).

Wherever in the world today the church understands that being under authority is the way to exercise authority, that is where authority is released and the church is growing – and no wonder.  Our fallen human nature tells us that to live for ourselves is the way to get ahead in life.  The cross tells us the opposite.  In the same way, our fallen human nature tells us that to resist authority and maintain our independence is the ticket to happiness, but again the cross tells us otherwise.  It’s up to each member of the Body of Christ to make sure they are fitted into God’s chain of command just where they are supposed to be.  If you are not submitted to human authority, you are not submitted to God’s authority, for God Himself commands your submission to human authorities He has placed in your life.  Most Christians in our culture, even if they belong to a church, regard themselves as individual independent spiritual agents, and only rarely as submitted members of a Body living under God’s government.  The church needs to become an army where each part is properly fitted together and working in harmony.  My friend Tom Schrock, who as an army drill sergeant trained men to go to Vietnam, told me that lone rangers and self-styled Rambos made the worst soldiers, and were the first killed in battle.  The men who knew they were nothing and came completely under authority became the most effective fighters and suffered the fewest casualties.  We don’t need any more lone rangers in the Body of Christ.  Ordinary folk who know they are nothing special but who have found their place in God’s army will in the end accomplish far more than those who think so highly of themselves they cannot bring themselves to be placed under the authority of another. 

But that is the exciting and revolutionary message of this story.  The centurion, not the general, was the backbone of the Roman Empire.  You and I, not the great preacher or evangelist, are the backbone of the kingdom of God.  God’s system of authority, which is offensive to the human eye and seems from that perspective to restrict and to diminish people, in actual fact exalts them by taking people who in truth are nothing and by His power making them something .  And why not, because Jesus Himself taught that he who humbles himself would be exalted (Luke 14:11).  God’s authority flows down through the ranks of His army only when every member is in proper position.   If we got this right, we would begin to access this kingdom power.  That is why Jesus said against the church no gates of hell could stand.  That is why the Scriptures say that “five of you will chase a hundred, and a hundred of you will chase ten thousand” (Lev. 26:8). God can’t do much with those like the townsfolk of Nazareth who think they are something, but with those of us like the centurion who know we are nothing, He can change the world.

