Across the Divides - Week 91

We read in Luke 7.1-3 that as Jesus was entering Capernaum one day, some
Jewish elders met Him with an unusual request. They had been sent to Jesus by
a Roman soldier, a centurion, and centurions tended to be in the "Sergeant Major
mould" - blunt, practical, no-nonsense men, for whom the spiritual side of life was
hardly a priority! Rather, harsh discipline, loose living and foul language were the
norm for such characters. And here he was, probably thousands of miles from his
home and family, stuck in an obscure Roman province called Judea. He had
every reason to curse "the gods" for how things had turned out in his life - and to
treat the Jews amongst whom he had to live with contempt.

Yet we quickly realise that this centurion was very different from the stereotype
image, for he had sent those elders to ask Jesus to heal one of his servants.

For a start, the fact that he even knew this servant was unusual. Not only did he
know him, he clearly valued him and cared for him - enough to go to the trouble
of asking Jesus to heal the man.

He did not come to Jesus himself - he felt he was not worthy (verse 7) - but
asked the Jewish elders to go on his behalf. So he knew these people, and they
knew him - a mutual friendship and respect that was extraordinary in itself, for
Jews and Romans did little to conceal their feelings towards each other.
Whatever did his Gentile colleagues think of his "consorting with the Jews"? - it
was hardly likely to do his career prospects any favours!

The elders urged Jesus to accept this request (vv 4-5) for two reasons - "he loves
our nation" and "he has built our synagogue"! What??!! This centurion must also
therefore have been a man of wealth, and he had used some of that wealth to
construct a place of worship for the Jews.

We are not told, but perhaps he was himself "a proselyte" - a convert to Judaism,
which would help to explain his great generosity, and also perhaps why he knew
something about Jesus of Nazareth already. That step of conversion, if indeed it
had occurred, would have been costly for the centurion in terms of social
standing and popularity. But he seems to have been the sort of man who did not
much care for that side of things - he simply wanted to do what was right,

In verse 6 we see more of this centurion's humility, for he urged Jesus not to
bother to come to his house (verse 6). "Just say the word" was his line, "and it



will happen". This particular point he made to Jesus, that both he himself and
Jesus had the power to "make things happen" simply by giving orders, deeply
impressed the Lord (verse 9). He turned to the crowd with the words, "l have not
found such great faith even in Israel".

Arising from the centurion's words, and more particularly from the simple, steady
faith underlying his words and actions, Jesus granted his request (verse 10): no
fuss, no description of the scene or of the meeting of Jesus with the centurion
and the servant - perhaps they never did meet?

Instead we are given this lovely example of a man who reached naturally across
the various divides in society: a man who cared, who used his money in the
service of Almighty God and of His people; and who asked for help from the One
he trusted could give that help - and would give it.

And the Lord in his mercy granted this request - in His own way reaching back
across the Gentile-Jew divides of society. For He recognised a man of real, deep,
simple faith, who clearly had profound understanding of the nature of the
Kingdom of God, and of Jesus' own pivotal role within that Kingdom. What is
more, on the basis of that spritual realisation, the centurion had the courage to
act on his convictions by reaching out across the conventional divides, despite
the reactions his behaviour would provoke.

So we thank the Lord for such men and women of faith in Christ, who have
trodden the path of this life before us, with its joys and sorrows, its successes
and failures, its hopes and fears. The waymarks along the path have not
changed over the centuries since that day in Capernaum - Jesus Himself being
still the Way, the Truth and the Life for all who will acknowledge Him, trust Him,
serve Him and seek His help.

This centurion sought and found the living God, as his faith in the Lord Jesus
Christ gradually formed and deepened and blossomed. He is one example of the
central truth, from the Scriptures and from times since, that in Christ Jesus
divisions fall away, for "we who are many form one body, and each member
belongs to all the others" (Romans 12.5).
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