
Authority Figure
Luke 7:1-17

What would make God sit up and go, ‘Wow!’?  Can anything amaze the 
Creator God who designed the universe, sculpted the world and authored 
life?  Well, in Luke 7:1-17, we read a passage that’s full of surprises.  And one 
of the surprises is to find Jesus Himself surprised at something.

There are two places where we read about Jesus being amazed.  In Mark 
6:6, He is amazed at the lack of faith that religious people from His home 
town have.  And in Luke 7:9, He is amazed at the depth of faith that an 
outsider to God’s people shows.  Everything that causes the Son of God to 
marvel at His fellow human beings is to do with the faith we show in Him, or 
the lack of it.  That’s just one surprise amongst many in this passage.

Firstly, in vv.1-5… Surprise!  A Roman centurion who respects and blesses 
the Jewish people around him.  What’s the big surprise here?  Well, most 
military officers in his position in that time and place would despise the local 
Jewish population whom they were occupiers over.  At best, they might let the 
Jews just get on with their way of life and their customs.

But this Roman centurion was different.  He really entered into his posting in 
this Jewish town of Capernaum.  He showed interest in the Jews, their 
beliefs, and what they felt they needed in their community - to the extent that 
the Jews who came to Jesus on his behalf could report, ‘…he loves our 
nation and has built our synagogue.’

Who are the people you know who are still outside the family that God is 
putting together through faith in Christ, but who have been interested and 
helped and supported what we’re doing for Him?  Let’s give thanks for them.

Then in vv.6-10… Surprise!  Jesus ministers to this centurion.  It’s a surprise 
to the people with Him, because this centurion is two things that they didn’t 
think Jesus would want to help.  He’s a gentile.  And He’s rich.

A ‘gentile’ is somebody who isn’t a Jew.  To the Jews, these were ‘outsiders.’  
People who didn’t know the God of the Bible.  Jews would not normally 
associate with gentiles, and they wouldn’t have expected Jesus to naturally 
go and help someone who wasn’t a Jew.  That’s why they’re pleading with 
Jesus so much in v.4.
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But Jesus surprises everyone following Him by showing, without fuss, that 
His mission was for all those outside the community of God’s people, too.  An 
equivalent today would be ‘non churchy’ people.  Often, people outside of 
churches assume that Jesus isn’t interested in them.  Often, people inside of 
churches assume that too, by keeping themselves to themselves.

Jesus reaches out and shares His mission of setting people free for life to the 
full, now and forever, beyond the borders of ‘church.’  And He welcomes 
every move in His direction that people outside of church make towards Him.  
Jesus is for everyone who starts to express their need for Him.

The centurion is also rich, at least relative to the people he’s living amongst.  
We’ve just moved on from Jesus preaching a sermon about ‘blessings to the 
poor, and woe to the rich.’  So will Jesus help this rich man who asks for His 
help?

Yes, it turns out, Jesus will.  Some of you will remember from that sermon 
about rich and poor what the bottom line is.  The rich are the people who 
think they don’t need anything.  The poor are the people who know that they 
do.  This centurion had money, but all the money in the world couldn’t save 
his terminally ill servant.

But the centurion had heard about Jesus, and He believed that Jesus could.  
So he expressed dependence on Jesus.  And the way he did that is the next 
surprise in the passage.  Having asked people in v.3 to bring a message to 
Jesus asking Him to ‘come…’

In vv.6-8… Surprise!  The centurion sends another group out to say, ‘Lord, 
don’t feel you need to come right into my house to do this.  If you want to do 
it, I know you can do it from wherever you are, with just a word.’

Why send a message for Jesus to come, before sending another message 
for Jesus not to come, after He’s nearly arrived anyway?  We know from v.9 
that there’s a crowd following Jesus to this scene.  Why would the centurion 
make such a confidently public statement of faith in Jesus without even 
having met Him in person?

None of these things are what stand out to Jesus and cause Him 
amazement, though.  But something does.  In v.9, we are surprised to read 
that Jesus is surprised.  And Jesus says it’s because, ‘I tell you, I have not 
found such great faith even in Israel.’
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What does it mean to ‘have faith in Jesus?’

What Jesus has just heard in this centurion’s message to Him is what Jesus 
defines as faith.  So this is really important to get our heads around.  Because 
if we’re going to talk about ‘having faith in Jesus,’ we’ll need to check if we’re 
talking about the same thing that Jesus is.

Everything that the centurion expresses in his message to Jesus is about 
authority.  It is humbly recognising, and trusting in, Jesus’ authority.  The 
centurion explains that he knows about authority.  He’s under someone 
else’s, and he has it over others.  So he knows how it works.

When you have authority over someone or something, you can choose to 
say, ‘do this,’ and it happens.  You just say the word.  You don’t have to do 
any more than that; not when you have real authority.  And this centurion 
believes that Jesus has the kind of authority over human life, including 
sickness; that he has as a centurion over the people he sent to bring Jesus 
the message.  Say the word, and it’s done.

If you recognise someone as having real authority over you, you recognise 
that they are able to do things that you can’t.  A child asking a parent for a lift.  
A worker asking their line manager to authorise a large payment.  A 
defendant asking for a judge or jury to acquit them.

If you recognise someone as having real authority over you, you accept that it 
is up to them to decide whether to grant your request or not.  What happens 
when the parent, the line manager, or the judge says, ‘no’?  Well, that’s their 
call.  And it is up to the person who recognises their authority to reconcile 
themselves with that.

The centurion clearly has no doubt that Jesus is able to do what he is asking 
of Jesus.  The centurion is making a request of the person in authority over 
him, and he gets that it’s up to Jesus to decide whether He is willing to help in 
this way or not.  We’ve talked about this before.  Expressing faith in Jesus 
means not asking, ‘can you help, Jesus?,’ but rather, ‘will you help, Jesus?’

If you recognise someone as having real authority over you, you trust that 
they will do what they say they are going to do.  The parent who says ‘I’ll pick 
you up at 8.’  The line manager who says, ‘I’ll get that sorted by Wednesday.’  
The judge who says, ‘I order that you be awarded this payment.’
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This is where it is up to the person in the position of authority to show that 
they are as good as their word.  And the centurion who both experienced that 
from his superiors and lived it out himself, expected that if Jesus said the 
word, it would happen.

Jesus, here as everywhere else in the Bible and in history, was as good as 
His word.  He healed the centurion’s servant with just a word.  Luke doesn’t 
even record the word, but Matthew does in his version in Matthew 8:13.  And 
this is the final great surprise in this wee section.  Jesus can heal a dying 
man with nothing more than a word.  That’s power.  That’s authority.

Humbly recognising, and trusting in, Jesus’ authority.  Jesus says afterwards, 
that is what faith is.  Faith is not a vague feeling, or a superstitious hope, or a 
badge you wear or a club you belong to.  It is humbly recognising, and 
trusting in, Jesus’ authority.

Jesus says that He hasn’t experienced that kind of faith in Him ‘even in 
Israel.’  Even amongst the community of God’s people.  And I wonder how 
different that is from today.

In our churches, where we sing about Jesus being ‘King of Kings,’ many of us 
don’t really treat Jesus as a King.  If He’s a King - if He’s the King over all 
creation, life, health, relationships, history and eternity - then He can do what 
we can’t?  So why don’t we ask Him?

Personally, I feel convicted about how little I ask of Jesus.  What more would 
Jesus do if we asked it of Him, and He was willing?  We won’t know unless 
we ask, of course.

But then people get angry because Jesus isn’t giving them what they are 
asking of Him.  Mind you, if He’s the King, isn’t it up to Him what He does and 
doesn’t grant?  Doesn’t He have the authority, and the bigger picture that we 
don’t see, to decide what’s best?

We seem to just take what He says yes to without thanks, like it’s our right.  
And we get angry about what He says no to, like it’s our right.  Instead of 
being grateful for what He says yes to, and accepting His call about what He 
says no to.

And if Jesus is the King who has consistently shown Himself to be as good as 
His word, shouldn’t we find out what His word is?  What has He already said 
He’ll give us?  What has He committed to in black and white in our Bibles?

�4



Read your Bible, and you’ll find that Jesus does not say He will heal every 
illness in this lifetime.  He does not say that every problem you face will be 
removed, either quickly, or at all.  He does not say that you’ll get a better job, 
or relationship, or house, or whatever.

He does say He is making all things new, and that there is a day beyond 
death and history when every last tear will be dried, sin will be forgotten, and 
illness healed fully.

He does say that His death was for the forgiveness of sin for every person 
who would believe in Him; who would recognise and trust in His authority to 
forgive sin.  He does say that for whoever recognises and trusts in His 
authority over death, death would not be the end, and there will be eternal 
life.

And just like this centurion was grasping the authority of Jesus before God’s 
people in Israel were; there are people outside of church who are discovering 
who Jesus is and bending the knee to His authority over what does and 
doesn’t happen in their lives more quickly than people inside the church.

If faith is ‘humbly recognising and trusting in Jesus’ authority,’ are you 
expressing ‘faith in Jesus?’  If so, how?

In v.11, we read again about Jesus having His ‘disciples and a large crowd’ 
along with Him.  Once again, when people hear about what Jesus says and 
does, it draws in lots of interested enquirers alongside the committed 
disciples who have already put their lives in Jesus’ hands.  When you hear 
Hamish’s testimony later, you’ll see how he went from being an interested 
enquirer drawn in alongside Jesus’ followers, to becoming a follower himself.

And by v.17, Luke reports again that the news about Jesus is spreading.  In 
chapters 4 and 5, the news was spreading ‘in the surrounding area;’ now, the 
news is spreading further and wider - ‘throughout Judea and the surrounding 
country.’  People all over the country are hearing about Him for the first time.  
‘Did you hear about Jesus?’

The news spread when people heard and saw for themselves what Jesus 
said and did.  People now can’t see Jesus physically.  But people can hear 
and see for themselves the record of the life changing things He’s already 
done for them, right here in the Bible.  And people can hear and see for 
themselves the transformation that Jesus is bringing about in our lives.
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But only if we make these both these things - what the Bible says, and how 
Jesus is changing us - public and widespread.  The news about Jesus will 
spread all over our country, too - as widely as we are faithful to share it.

And the news that was being shared throughout Judea was of more great 
surprises in vv.11-17.  This was a scene of deep grief.  A large part of the 
community in the town of Nain had gathered for the funeral of a young man.  
His mother, a widow, had no other sons.

In that culture, that made her very vulnerable.  Without a man of the house, 
she was pretty much helpless.  She would be without work, without benefits, 
without protection and without hope for her family’s future.

The funeral procession carried the young man on something called a bier, an 
open coffin with the body wrapped in cloths on top of this wooden plank.  
Amongst the wailing crowd would have been some professional mourners.

Today in Scotland, we employ funeral directors to lead our mourning carefully, 
quietly and soberly.  Back then in Palestine, they employed mourners to wail 
as loudly as possible, to provide a cover of noise for the bereaved mother to 
cry as loudly as she wanted and let it all out.

Imagine the scene, then, as two large crowds came upon each other.  Jesus’ 
crowd heading into the town, and the grieving crowd heading out through the 
town gate.  At the head of His crowd, Jesus stops, and the people following 
Him stop to look on with Him.  The funeral party marches on with deep, 
guttural noises screaming out.

Then in vv.13-14… Surprise!  Jesus walks up to the other crowd.  He has the 
brass to walk straight up to grieving mother, and say to her, ‘Don’t cry.’  Then 
He turns, walks up to the open coffin… and touches it.  The great surprise is 
this - the famous Jesus has chosen to touch a dead man.  That makes Him 
‘unclean’ in Jewish law.  An outcast.

The funeral party grinds to a shocked halt.  The wails stop; there is a stunned 
silence.  It’s like the moment is a freeze frame - not one person makes a 
sound, every eye is glued to Jesus, jaws have dropped.  Into the weighty 
silence of anticipation, Jesus says this: ‘Young man, I say to you, get up!’

In the split second that followed those words, emotions rage.  What a cruel 
thing to say.  What kind of sick joke is this, to say in front of a grieving mother, 
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‘get up, young man’?  As if the man could.  Raising the ridiculous hope in her 
mind that he might just get up again as if everything was normal.  There must 
have been people ready to rush at Jesus for His sick insensitivity.

But wait… in v.15… Surprise!  ‘The dead man sat up and began to talk,’ and 
then Luke offers these words, words of touching reunion after death… ‘and 
Jesus gave him back to his mother.’

Once again, Jesus had acted in incredible power, with just a word.  But this 
time, it was more than healing a very sick man.  It was raising a dead man to 
life.  It is the first sign in Jesus’ ministry that Jesus is able to do more than 
make this life better.  He is able to overcome death.  Jesus has authority over 
death.

And in v.16, the people who saw all this had moved from shock at Jesus 
involving Himself in someone else’s death, through possible disgust at His 
words about rising up, to awe and praise to God when they discovered that it 
was true, Jesus could do it and He had done it!

Look again at this part of the passage.  Where is the part where someone 
expresses faith in Jesus?  Where they humbly recognise and trust in Jesus’ 
authority?  There isn’t one.  Jesus has decided to act in compassion and 
power, even over death, without being asked to.  Sometimes, God acts in 
powerful and compassionate ways when people’s eyes are too wet and too 
lowered to look to Him.

But it’s up to God how and when He moves like that.  What God calls for from 
us is faith.  Faith in Jesus.  Humbly recognising and trusting in His authority.  
Over our lives.  Over our circumstances.  Over our deaths.  Because the 
Bible’s consistent message is, ‘those who put their faith in Jesus will have 
their sins forgiven, their lives transformed, and their deaths overcome.’

This matters to you, doesn’t it?  Because death matters.  You’re going to die.  
Who is going to overcome that for you?  Is it you?  Clearly not.  Is it Jesus?  
Well, we’ve just read that He’s got authority over death.  Do you believe it?

Maybe you think that it’s a sick joke at worst, or a tragic delusion at best, to 
speak of Jesus giving us life after we have died.  If you think that, it’s because 
you don’t humbly recognise and trust in Jesus’ authority over death as well as 
life.
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Maybe you think that you are going to live after your death, because of Jesus.  
Are you confident of that?  What is that confidence based on?  God calls us 
to have that confidence based on one thing and one thing only - putting our 
lives in Jesus’ hands.

Humbly recognising, trusting in, bowing to, following after, His authority over 
your life from this day forward, through your death, and forevermore.  That’s a 
choice you’ve got to make.  Are you going to depend on Jesus from this day 
forward for life and death or not?

Many of you have suffered the loss of someone you’ve loved.  And you want 
them to live beyond death.  You want it to be true that the image of reunion 
that we read in v.15 will be one that you experience.

The only way of having confidence about life beyond death, together with 
God and together with one another, is for each person to respond to Jesus’ 
call to follow Him.

If your loved one did that, God says, they will be with Him forever.  You can 
be too, if you similarly trust in Jesus’ death to deal with your sin, resurrection 
to deal with your death; and you change direction in your life and follow Him 
now.

If you’re loved one did not do that, it’s not for me to say ‘they are in Heaven’ 
or ‘they are in Hell.’  It belongs to God to judge, and God alone.  But the truth 
is, you have to live without a confidence about that.  The Bible teaches that 
whoever does not believe in Jesus stands condemned and will be separated 
from God and life after death.  That’s the truth we have to reconcile with.

And that’s why it’s so important that we don’t read a passage about 
understanding what faith is, and trusting Jesus’ authority over death, without 
responding to it.  Each one of us can only respond for ourselves.  The bottom 
line is always this: ‘For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son, 
that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.’  Is this 
you?
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