Sabbath Sermon of June 23, 2012.
By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

Healing the Centurion’s Prized Slave

Luke Chapter 7
Here Jesus arriving Capernaum, and there a Roman army officer, in this case a Gentile who loved the Jews and owned a slave who was dear to him, who was sick and ready to die. 

This Roman army officer was in charge of 100 men. He came to Jesus not as a last resort or magic charm, but because he believed Jesus was sent from God.  Apparently he recognized the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob —for this reason he had paid to build a synagogue. Thus it was natural for him to turn to Jesus in his need.
He was aware of the Jews hatred for Roman soldiers, so he sent Jewish elders to Jesus instead of going himself. Again, as an army captain, he daily delegated jobs and sent groups on missions, so this was how he chose to get his message to Jesus
The Roman captain didn’t come to Jesus, and he didn’t expect Jesus to come to him. Just as he did not need to be present to have his orders carried out, so Jesus did not need to be present to heal. The Captain’s faith was especially amazing because he was a Gentile who had not been brought up to know a loving God. The centurion had faith and believed Jesus without doubt. He stood in sharp contrast with the Jews who exhibited unbelief. 
11-15. The resurrection in the city of Nain of the widow’s son situation was serious. She had lost her husband, and now her only son was dead—her last means of support. The crowd of mourners would go home, and she would be left penniless and alone.  She was probably past her age of childbearing, and unless a relative came to her aid, her future was bleak. In fact as Luke repeatedly emphasized, she was just the kind of person Jesus came to help- and help her he did.  Jesus has the power to bring hope out of any tragedy. Jesus performed so many miracles of healing and deliverance from demons that if all of the stories connected with such events were recorded we would have a clear notion of the meaning of John 21:25. “And there are also many other things which Jesus did, the which, if they should be written every one, I suppose that even the world itself could not contain the books that should be written.”
The story of the widow’s son illustrates salvation. This whole world was dead in sin (Eph. 2:10), just as the widow’s son was dead. Being dead, we could do nothing to help ourselves—we couldn’t even ask for help. But God had compassion on us, and he sent Jesus to raise us to life with him (Eph. 2:4-7). The dead man did not earn his second chance at life, and we cannot earn our life in Jesus Christ. But we can accept God’s gift of life, praise God for it, and use our life to do his will. While no action of “work” we do can help us obtain salvation, God’s intention is that our salvation will result in acts of service. We are not saved merely for our own benefit but to serve Jesus Christ and build up His Church.
16-22.  The people thought of Jesus as a prophet because, like the Old Testament prophets, he boldly proclaimed God’s message and sometimes raised the dead. Both Elijah and Elisha raised children from the dead (1 Kings 17:17-24; 2 Kings 4:18-37). The people were correct in thinking that Jesus was a prophet, but he is much more—he is God himself (John 10:30).
John the Baptist was in a state of depression in Jail. No doubt he may have wondered why Jesus, his cousin and his Lord, would not come to visit him and help him. He sought for reassurance that the one he had baptized was indeed the Messiah. In response to the question of John’s disciples, Jesus performed many mighty miracles and told them to report it to John. This should have given him rest of spirit and mind.

23-29. Jesus warns John the Baptist not to reject or condemn him because of a wrong idea of what he was supposed to do and what kinds of methods he used to accomplish his work. The divine Messiah does the right things the right way at the right time. God can handle our doubts, and he welcomes our questions. Do you have questions about Jesus—about who he is or what he expects of you? Admit them to yourself and to God, and begin looking for answers. Only as you face your doubts honestly can you begin to resolve them.

“All the people justified God,” that is, the worst of men, high and low ordinary or in high position, even tax collectors, agreed that God’s way was right. The proofs listed here for Jesus being the Messiah are significant.  They consist of observable deeds, not theories—actions that Jesus contemporaries saw and reported for us to read today. The prophets had said that the Messiah would do these very acts (Isaiah 35:5, 6; 61:1). These physical proofs helped John the Baptist and will help us to recognize who Jesus is.
Of all people, no one fulfilled his God-given purpose better than John. Yet in God’s Kingdom, all who come after John have a greater spiritual heritage than his, because they have clearer knowledge of the purpose of Jesus death and resurrection. John was the last to function like the Old Testament prophets, the last to prepare the people for the coming messianic age. Jesus was not contrasting the man John with individual Christians; he was contrasting life before Jesus Christ with life in the fullness of God’s Kingdom.

31-35. This is a parable in which Jesus likens the Pharisees and lawyers to two groups of children. One group plays a wedding song and expects the second group to dance to their tune. The second group plays a funeral dirge, and the first group will not weep with them. The Pharisees and lawyers rejected John the Baptist because he was an ascetic (practicing strict self-denial as a measure of personal and especially spiritual discipline). They then rejected Jesus because he acted the opposite way. No matter which way God offered them eternal life, they turned it down. The religious leaders hated anyone who spoke the truth and showed up their own hypocrisy, and they did not bother to be consistent in their fault-finding. Their real objection to both men, of course, had nothing to do with their dietary habits. What the Pharisees and lawyers couldn’t stand was being exposed for their hypocrisy.

Just like the Pharisees were not troubled by their inconsistency toward John the Baptist and Jesus, but they were good at justifying their “wisdom.” Most of us can find compelling reasons to do or believe whatever suits our purposes. If we do not examine our “wisdom” in the light of God’s truth, however, it may be just as obviously self-serving as that of the Pharisees. Hence Jesus says that our righteousness must exceed that of the Pharisees (Matt. 5:20).

36-40. This incident of this woman sinner, although she was not an invited guest who entered the house and knelt behind Jesus and anointed his feet weeping is not to be confused with a similar one that occurred in Bethany of Judea during the closing week of Jesus’ life and ministry. The incident reported here occurred during Jesus’ Galilean ministry. The sinful woman is unnamed whereas in Bethany the woman is said to be Mary, the sister of Martha and Lazarus. In this incident the host is Simon the Pharisee, in Bethany it was Simon the leper. Jesus concluding statements here are quite different from those recorded in accounts of the Bethany incident. Not a shred of evidence exists for supposing—as some do-that this sinful woman was Mary Magdalene.
Again, Luke contrasts the Pharisees with sinners—and again the sinners come out ahead. In this story it is the grateful woman, not the stingy religious leader, whose sins are forgiven. Although it is God’s grace through faith that saves us, not acts of love or generosity, this woman’s act demonstrated her true repentance and faith, and Jesus honored it. 

41-50. The point of this illustration is that the more we have been forgiven, the more gratitude we should express to the Lord. Simon pronounced a wrong judgment about this sinful woman, but Jesus knew that she now had been saved by faith and was expressing her changed life in outward fashion. Her works showed the reality of her saving faith.

Jesus has rescued all of his followers, whether they were once extremely wicked or conventionally good, from eternal death.  Do you appreciate the extension of his mercy to you and to your brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus? 

The Pharisees believed that only God could forgive sins, so they wondered this man Jesus was saying the woman’s sins were forgiven. The Pharisees, it is not that they did not grasp that Jesus is indeed God, but as Paul said, it is because when they knew Jesus was God, they chose not to glorify Him (Rom. 1:18-24).
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