Intro

We just finished our 7-part series on Following Jesus. What does it mean to follow Jesus? we’ve learnt that according to Jesus’ own teachings in Luke 9-12, following him means:to deny ourselves. It means to introduce others to Jesus. It means to love our neighbours, even our enemy.It means to listen to him.It means to pray with God’s agenda It means ‘beware of hypocrisy’.It means using our money for God’s kingdom, not for our own greed. If you’ve missed any of these talks, or you want to reflect on them again, you can download them for free from our website. Obviously, a lot more can be said about what it means to follow Jesus. Our 7-part series only focused on Jesus’ teachings in Luke 9-12. 

Next week, we’ll start a new series on how the first disciples actually went about following Jesus after his death & his resurrection. We’re going to work through selected passages from the sequel to Luke’s gospel, the book of the Acts of the Apostles.
Sermon

Today I want to talk about ‘What is faith?’. Following Jesus basically means trusting him; Trusting him means putting our faith in him. ‘What is faith?’And our Bible passage today, Luke 7:1-10, will help us to see an example of a man who has faith in Jesus.Jesus himself was amazed by this man’s faith in him!Only twice in the Gospels Jesus is said to be amazed, you know that? Only twice. This is one of them.

When he heard this, Jesus was amazed at him, and turning to the crowd that was following him, said, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found faith like this!”

Jesus is saying to us, ‘Learn from this!’ What is it that Jesus wants us to learn from this man’s faith? It’s not his faith AFTER seeing Jesus’ miracles. No, Jesus was amazed at his faith, even BEFORE he healed the dying servant! What is it that Jesus wants us to learn from this man’s faith? 

Who is this man? He’s probably the richest man in town. Here is a centurion, an officer of the Roman army, in charge of a hundred menThe Roman Empire was ruling Israel at the time. Here is a man who puts people in prison. He’s the one who sets them free. He’s so rich & powerful, but he’s essentially powerless. Helpless. Here’s a man with a slave. A servant he deeply loves. A servant near death. The time is running out. The clock is ticking. This man hasn’t got long left. His life is hanging by a thread. 
And his master is a Gentile. An outsider. A man who for all the apparent power & authority, believes he has no access to the one man who can help him, and that’s Jesus. He’s a Gentile. Not a Jew. A man on the margins. A man on the outside. A man who for all his power is utterly bankrupt. You could say spiritually: a poor man. but he would’ve been rich. A centurion received a 100 times the salary of the lowest paid soldier. Here’s a man in today’s terms on a 6-figure salary. In fact so rich, he could bankroll the building of the town’s synagogue. A very rich man! And perhaps the other very important fact about this man: he’s a God-fearer. He’s heard of the god of Israel, & put his faith in him. And how much faith, we’ll see in a moment.
So here he is: in a desperate situation, & the one man who could save him, the saviour, seemed inaccesible. So he goes to a man who he believes would have access. To the Jewish leaders. And asked them to go to Christ on his behalf. And they were happy to do so. 
But I think if the centurion gave a message to give to Jesus, somewhere along the way, the message got changed. Do you see the contrast between the message that these Jewish leaders bring, & the one in a moment the man’s friend brings? You see the contrast? 
4 When [the Jewish leaders] came to Jesus, they pleaded earnestly with him, "This man deserves to have you do this,  5 because he loves our nation and has built our synagogue."  

In a while, the message comes from this centurion, 6 … "Lord, don't trouble yourself, for I do not deserve to have you [do this].  

‘Lord Jesus’, said the Jewish leaders, ‘You should help this man. I mean, he’s earned it! Literally, he is worthy! He loves us, he built the synagogue; look Lord, this man got money in the bank, spiritually! He built up credit with God! We owe him big time! You owe him big time! Come on Jesus, he deserves this! Heal him!’Well, maybe curious to find out about this man, the Lord goes with them. 
Then he meets a second group. The centurion hears about Jesus’ coming, He was not far from the house, And then he sends another delegation who quotes him word for word; they got the message right. ‘Lord, I didn’t mean you to come to my house! I am not worthy! I got nothing… I wouldn’t dare ask you, a Jew, to come & defile yourselves with a Gentile. Look, if I wouldn’t assume to come to you, how would I ever ask you to come to me? I got nothing to offer you. I got nothing to plead. I am not worthy! I’m powerless! But you have the power! I know about power I’m a soldier. I give orders. And when I give orders, they are kept. And my power, my authority, is nothing, compares to yours. 
One of my favourite movie scenes is that last scene in that film, ‘A Few Good Men’. You’ve seen that film with Tom Cruise? I guess you had. It’s the story of a court marshall of two low-ranked soldiers. They roughed up another soldier, what’s called in the movie a ‘Code Red’. It’s unofficial, but it happens. They roughed up a soldier who was very unpopular, & in fact, they so roughed him up, they killed him. He died. And they’re on trial for manslaughter. And their defense is ‘We’re just following orders. We’re told by our Liteunant to do this.’ And the officers said, ‘No, we gave no such order.’ The final scene is the young attorney Tom Cruise, cross-examining the Colonel of the base, Jack Nicholson. As Nicholson says, This soldier was so unpopular, for the man’s safety, he’d ordered him to be transferred off the base, in fact the next day the plane was to leave. And he told these men not to touch him. And in my army, he says, when you give a command, it’s kept to the letter! And if I told these men not to touch him, he would not have been touched.’ So Cruise says to him, ‘Well hang on, Colonel. If you told your men not to touch this man, & in your army, commands are kept, why would he be in so much danger, that you have to transfer him off the base. He would be in no danger, would he, if you had given the order for him not to be touched.’ And caught in his web of lies, the Colonel admits, ‘I ordered a code red’. I told my captain, who told the lieutenant, who told the sergeant, & they did it. 
That’s the way it works in the army. And that centurion knows that. That centurion knows he is in the presence of another man who has all authority! He only needs to say the word, & from a distance, that word would have achieved what it says. 
Here’s a man, a Gentile, an outsider, deprived of the rights that God’s people enjoyed, with a humility & faith that stuns Jesus. Jesus often expects little or no faith at all. Here he’s seen an extraordinary faith. And he’s stunned. And he gives the word. And in that instant, the man is healed. 
Let me say a couple of things about this passage, for us as we think about faith & our church. Firstly, we started this church in February in the confidence that Jesus has authority by his grace & power, through his Spirit, in us.Jesus has authority to heal people from all sorts of background,To heal physically, & psychologically, but most importantly, to heal people’s sinsJesus has authority to set people free from their nature of rebellion against God.None of us has this authority. Only Jesus does. It doesn’t really matter, really, who is leading this church, whether it’s me, or somebody else.None of us has the authority. Only Jesus does.If Jesus wants to bring a group of people together, who put their faith in him, then he will make it happen.So let’s continue to pray to Jesus, that as we connect with our community, & invite people to church,that we will see this year, in our midst, before our eyes, we see people from various nations come to have their sins healed, their sins forgivenAnd we see people trapped in their sins, set free. As you introduce people to Jesus, as he gives the command, and the poor & the oppressed are set free. We go in the confidence, that Jesus has authority to heal people from their nature of rebellion against God.
Secondly, the gospel, i.e. the message about Jesus Christ, is always & only a word to the poor. We see the poor across religious & ethnic & economic boundaries. You find the poor in the housing commission compounds of Miller and Ashcroft. You find the poor in the houses of Green Valley. Their background may differ, but in this they are one. They know they’re not worthy, And they come to their Lord, with their heads bowed & their hands empty. Not showing all their achievements, their breeding, their reputation, their qualifications, their skills, their background, they come to him empty, as paupers. And I know you & I are the poor. We can only beg, & ask, as paupers, that people will want to know Jesus & actually come to know him through our church here.We can only come with our heads bowed, & our hands empty. 
Let me share with you something about the financial challenge of this church. So far, St Mark’s Anglican Church Sadleir has been financing this church, particularly to pay the rent for the hall & the staff & many other expenses. The money runs out at the end of this year, & St Mark’s is not in a position to embark on a major fundraising venture. We only got 6 months to go before the end of the year. And we have to figure out what is going to happen.

You and I know that before the spiritually poor, and before such financial challenge, we are utterly helpless, & totally powerless. Therefore let’s come as the paupers of Christ, the poor in spirit, to beg, & to ask Jesus for provision, that through such unworthy vessels like us, he might show his favour to many. And remember friends, the faith of the centurion. 
I sometimes think with the non-Christians in this area, ‘Well if I was just a better evangelist, a better one-to-one preacher, …Orperhaps it’s just too hard for him. Perhaps their heart is just too stony. I remember this centurion. If the non-Christians in this area aren’t converted, it’s because the General has not given the command. He has only to say ‘Be’ and it is. ‘Rise’ and they come to life. ‘See’ & blind eyes are open. Let us have the faith that might even surprises & stuns the Lord Jesus.
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