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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.
Christ is among us. >> He is and ever shall be.

Today is the fourth Sunday after Pentecost. In this Gospel reading is found in
Matthew 8:5-13 and it happens to be found in the second book of the Law that is
the second portion of the Gospel of Matthew because, as you remember, the
Gospel of Matthew is broken down into five books mimicking the Torah of God the
books of Moses. Now today's Gospel reading presents one of the most remarkable
encounters in all of scripture. But its significance is often lost under layers of
modern religious sentiment. A Roman centurion, a man of the nations and an
officer of the occupying power comes to Christ on behalf of his suffering servant.
What follows is really extraordinary. Jesus himself marvels. The Lord the Christ
pauses and says, "Truly | say to you, not even in Israel have | found such faith. Now
understand scripturally speaking that faith is not a feeling. It's not an internal belief
system. Itis an active recognition of divine authority.

The centurion is the ideal hearer because he understands how a master’s Word
operates in practice. This passage teaches us three scriptural truths. First, true
faith is the concrete submission to the authority of the Word. Second, the
kingdom of God is the gathering of the nations to the table of Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob and they will fill this table and they will come from east and from west.
Third, belonging to God's people requires the actual hearing of faith rather than
the presumption of status.

The first truth, true faith is concrete submission to the authority of the Word. The
centurion approaches Jesus on behalf of his suffering servant and immediately
demonstrates a grasp of reality that many in Israel who should have known it
lacked. When Jesus offers to come to heal the servant, the centurion replies, "Lord,
| am not worthy to have you come under my roof, but only say the Word and my
servant will be healed. The centurion recognizes that Jesus possesses an authority
that has been given to him just as he has been given authority to command the
obedience of others. As a military officer, he understands command and execution
just as his soldiers obey his Word because of the authority he represents. So
sickness, suffering, and the very elements of creation must obey the decree of
Jesus who represents the true king and father of all creation. The centurion
understands a central pillar in the scriptural life. The Word of God is not



information about God. That's theology. The prophets and the apostles did not
bring that to us.

But what is the Word of God? It is the action of God.

In the beginning, God said, "Let there be light." And there was light. The Word
does not describe a reality. It creates it. The centurion believes that Christ's Word
is the creative and ordering logos. The o*mY~ 127 (dvar elohim), that is the Word
of God that brings things into existence that did not previously exist. The
centurion does not need a touch or a physical presence. He needs a decree. This
is why Jesus marvels. The centurion treats Jesus not as a wandering healer, but as
the commander of the universe, whose Word is the final law.

Many of us from time to time claim to believe in Christ while doubting at the same
time the effective power of his Word. We treat the Gospel as a set of ideas or
beliefs to be debated rather than a command to be executed. The centurion
teaches us to stop trusting in our own religious identity and begin trusting the
authority of the decree, the Word of God. When the scripture says, for example,
love your enemy, it is not a suggestion. Itis aroyal order. The Christian life begins
when we stop evaluating the Word and start hearing it as a binding reality.

The centurion's faith teaches us something essential about the nature of the
Gospel itself. It is a call to submission and not a call to an experience or so-called
personal relationship with Jesus Christ. What personal relationship does a slave
have to a master? This is western nonsense. Read your Bible.

Yet, Matthew wants us to see that this submission has implications far beyond the
healing of one's servant. It reveals the very scope of God's plan for this world.
Through this gentile centurion, Christ reveals who will truly share in the blessings
of Abraham and inherit the kingdom. Which leads us to the next truth. The
kingdom of God is the gathering of the nations to the patriarchs to the table of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Jesus responds to the centurion's submission with a
promise that anchors the entire Gospel in the prophetic tradition. Many will come
from east and west and sit at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and Jacob in
the Kingdom of heaven. Matthew deliberately places this story, this encounter at
the beginning of Jesus ministry to show that the Gospel is the fulfillment of the
promise made to Abraham which was that in him all nations of the earth would be
blessed. The Kingdom spoken of in the Gospels is not a new religion. It is the tent
of Abraham opened up to the world. The centurion stands as a sign of what God is
accomplishing through Jesus Christ. He is the outsider who by his submission to



the Word becomes a son of the promise, a true son of Abraham. The vision of the
church, the assembly of God, is not to be a gentile replacement of Israel, but the
gathering of the east and the west into the specific covenantal history of the
patriarchs, that is to enter into that tent of Abraham. The salvation offered to the
nations is the same submission to the God of Israel that was demanded of the
Hebrews. Through this Roman soldier, we see that the Kingdom of heaven is the
effective reign of God's Word over all flesh, bringing the nations to the table of
Abraham.

Brothers and sisters, we must never forget that we are guests at this table. This
table is not our table. We are descendants of the nations who have been brought
near to the God of Abraham. This truth should strip us of all religious pride. The
church is not a club for the saved. It is the assembly of those who have submitted
to the king of Israel. No one is beyond the reach of this decree and no nation is
excluded from this table provided they come with the hearing and the obedience
of the centurion. The inclusion of the nations is the joyful fulfillment of the
prophets and the law from beginning to end. But alongside this promise, Jesus
speaks a warning to us. The kingdom is open to all who hear, but no one may
presume upon the privilege. No one has the right to be at the table. They are
invited. Having shown us who enters the kingdom, specifically the one who
submits to the Word of God, our Lord now teaches us how its blessings can be lost
through the deafness of religious pride and arrogance and self-righteousness.

The third truth is that faith must be lived as the hearing of the commandment.
Jesus warns that the sons of the Kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness.
These are the sobering words that strike at the heart of religious presumption. The
so-called sons of the kingdom are those who possess the book and the covenant
but refuse the hearing. They assume that their ancestry, their status or their
outward association with the visible community provides them with a permanent a
permanent safety that can exempt them from the actual command of the king over
them. This warning applies to us. It applies to everyone who considers himself a
part of God's covenant family. Merely belonging to the visible community is not
enough if the hearing is absent. One can claim Abraham as father and yet lack
Abraham's active obedience. The centurion had none of the privileges of the sons
of the kingdom. Yet he possessed what mattered most, the recognition that the
Word must be obeyed.

The outer darkness that is mentioned is the destiny of those who have the light of
the Word but refuse to walk by its decree. Heritage alone does not save. Only the
hearing of faith, a faith that trusts the Word, obeys the command, and perseveres.




These things mark the true member of the household. Each of us must therefore
examine our hearts, our intentions. Do we approach Christ with the humility of the
centurion or with the presumption of the sons? Do we rely on our Orthodoxy and
our tradition, holy or otherwise, or do we bear the fruits of the Word in our daily
lives? The Gospel warns us not to presume upon any privilege or blessing we have
been given, but to persevere in the active obedience that the Word demands. The
centurion's encounter with Christ confronts each one of us with an important
question. Will we trust in our religious identity, our orthodoxy which we wear on
our sleeves as we walk about the world, our heritage or our accomplishments or
our beautiful church building, our wonderful great room for which we are grateful
unto God? Or will we approach Christ as this gentile soldier did with humility, faith,
and complete confidence in his Word.

Now, as we prepare to conclude this message, let us gather the lessons from this
Gospel. We've seen three great truths. True faith is the active recognition of
Christ's authority. The kingdom is the gathering of the nations to the table of
Abraham. And those who belong to God's people must continue in the hearing of
faith and bear the fruits of the commandment. The good news is that the same
Lord who healed the servant with just a Word continues to act today through that
same Word. He still gathers people from east and west into his kingdom. He still
receives the humble who recognize his authority. Therefore, brothers and sisters
who are listening to these Words, let us come before him with the faith of the
centurion, confessing our unworthiness and believing that his Word is sufficient for
every need. Like the centurion, let us say, “Lord, | am not worthy.” But let us also
say with equal confidence only say the Word. For when the king speaks, his Word
accomplishes exactly what he intends. May that Word be accomplished in us here
at St. Andrew's Orthodox Church in Lewes Delaware.

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Help us, save us,
have mercy upon us, and keep us, oh God, by thy grace
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