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Thesis


Luke 7:1-10 is a beautiful story of faith, compassion and worthiness in the eyes of God.  It contains four main themes and ideas: Jesus is the Word of God, God is a God of compassion and inclusion of non-Christian/Jewish peoples regardless of social status, the definition and nature of faith, and the role of authority.  The text also carries significant implications that the audience is asked to address and respond to, such as the abuse of authority, and the institution of slavery.  To understand these themes and implications, it is necessary to look at the world the way it was at the time the narrative was taking place, and the world in which it was being written, because both heavily influenced the text.  It is then possible to view the passage line-by-line to find these themes, influences, and implications within the words they reside in.  Once this is done these themes will be clear, and the audience of the passage will be able to understand the message that the narrative brings to today’s world.   
Historical Background and Social Location

The narrative of Jesus healing a Centurion’s servant in Capernaum (Lk 7:1-10), is a beautiful story of compassion and faith.  Within the narrative itself, one is able to identify important factors in the political, social and theological views of the author of Luke.  Yet, there is no possibility of understanding or explaining these without some comprehension of the social scene or historical events surrounding, and therefore influencing both the narrative and the author.  By looking at the history of the Israelite area leading up to the time of the narrative, through the narrative, and up to the writing of the Gospel of Luke, one may achieve the goal of discovering the social influences on the Gospel.  By doing so, it is then possible to explore the narrative in the context of the time and setting it was written, and gain a better understanding of the messages it contains.


The search begins in Judea during 63 BCE, where because of a dispute over succession and the resulting civil war, the Jewish Hasmonaean Dynasty has fallen and the Roman authorities have taken control of the province.
  After a short succession of unknown Roman approved rulers, Antipater, a prince of the Jewish Idumaean tribe, was appointed ruler of Judea with the title “procurator” in 55 BCE.  His son Herod in 43 BCE, whose reign was met with “considerable religious resistance,” succeeded Antipater.
  

Herod was the first Roman ruler to receive the title “king,” with which he received a large territory east of Galilee from the emperor Augustus.  In 37 BCE, Herod successfully gained control of Jerusalem with the help of the Roman army, where he left a large garrison of Roman soldiers.
  To gain further control over the Jewish population, Herod killed a succession of men that would have inherited the claim to the high priesthood, which allowed him to appoint his own priests.  He then repressed the Sanhedrin, which will be discussed in detail later, by putting most of its members to death.
  Although this secured his rule, he understood that Rome would strip his power if there were major disturbances within the local populations.  He then proceeded to subdue Jewish sentiment by rebuilding and expanding the Temple of Jerusalem in 23 BCE, which was not completed until 64 CE.
  Though he started public works programs in support of the Jewish populations, and lessened the tax burden,
 he continued his reign of terror by torturing the Pharisees who resisted his activities, and murdering three of his sons.
  These events helped to spur the creation of numerous bands of Jewish guerrilla fighting units who caused disturbances, which forced the Roman governor of Syria to intervene militarily on two separate occasions in 4 BCE.  The Syrian intervention ended in the crucifixion of two thousand Jewish prisoners.
  

In 4 BCE Herod died, and left his title and land to his three surviving sons.  According to the Gospels, Jesus was born just before Herod’s death, and lived during his sons’ reign.
  After long debates in Rome concerning the division of the power, it was decided that Archelaus was to rule the southern portion, which included Judea and Samaria.  While Herod Antipas, who is referred to in the Gospels as simply Herod, was to rule Galilee and Peraea.  Rome assigned Philip, Archelaus’s half-brother, the northeastern portion, which included the lands his father received between 23-20 BCE.
  

The reign of Philip and Herod were both relatively quiet, although Herod is credited with the execution of John the Baptist and Jesus of Nazareth.  Archelaus on the other hand, was so destructive that a Jewish council was sent to Rome to have Archelaus deposed.  The council was successful in persuading Augustus to exile Archelaus to Gaul, while his territory was put under direct Roman control.  It was also at that time that Rome decided it would be better if the entire area had a Roman appointed “governor” to protect their interests.  Herod and Philip were allowed to have local power and control, but major decisions had to be made with the consent of the governor.
  

At this point, the discussion has been limited to only the Roman power hierarchy; however, it must also be taken into account that another very powerful and influential force was in effect.  This organization is given their power by the traditions and laws of the people, and not by a foreign government.  This allows them the great respect that they are given within the Jewish community.  The organization is named Sanhedrin (which means supreme council).
  It has its origin in the council that assisted Moses in governing Israel, yet Cassidy thinks it was possibly created when the Jewish exiles returned from Babylon and created a “national life.”
  No matter where it was created, it functioned as the domestic government in Judea from 6-41CE, and in Galilee from 44-66 CE.  The Sanhedrin was comprised of 71 Jewish leaders (Pharisees, Priests, Elders, and Scribes) and under Roman authority, enjoyed broad religious, financial, and judicial power.
  The High Priest of the Temple in Jerusalem was the “president” or leader of the organization.  It was equivalent to the United States Supreme Court and Houses of Congress together, with the President as an acting member.  Its most important role was as a link between the Jewish people, and the governor of Judea.  The Romans allowed the Sanhedrin to stay in place because they believed it was the perfect vehicle from which to rule the Jewish people.
  Therefore, the Sanhedrin’s real power came from the governor who allowed them to stay.

The governor was “responsible for all aspects of the Roman administration of the province, which included the head of the judicial system.”
  This was not the best possible scenario for the Jewish population.  As Cassidy points out, the governors beyond Archelaus were not at all sensitive to the Jewish religion or tradition, which caused considerable discomfort, turbulence, and disorder.
  One of the best known governors, Pontius Pilate, is a good example of Cassidy’s point.  Pilate not only angered and frustrated the local Jewish populations, but also went out of his way to do so.  In one instance, he began to mint coins in which the emperor’s face was engraved, a serious offense against the “no graven images” Jewish law.
  Previous governors had designed the coins in a way not to cause resentment among the Jewish people, and there was no reason to change the design at that point in time.
  Pilate was only one of many that preceded and followed him in this act of Jewish desecration.  Over the 60 years in which this form of government was in place, Jewish sentiment grew more hostile until 66 CE when it became violent.
  

The “Jewish Wars,” as they are known, lasted from 66 to 72 CE.  During which the Temple in Jerusalem and Jerusalem’s walls were destroyed.  A legion of Roman soldiers were put in place to protect against any future uprisings, and the governors were given experienced provincial administrators to assist them.
  At this time, the early Christians were viewed as Jews by Rome, and therefore were subject to the same anti-Semitism.  Stambaugh and Balch point out that Roman law did not make it explicitly illegal to be a Christian or a Jew.  But the law stated that if you were accused and convicted of being such, you would be punished for a crime against the empire, which in some cases called for execution.
  

It was this hostile anti-Semitic environment in which the writers of the Gospels lived, were subjected to and influenced by.  This is evident in certain passages of their works. Present day scholars believe that the Gospel of Luke was written in 85 CE.
  This places it directly within the time frame of the Jewish/Christian persecution.  Yet, if the passage is looked at carefully (Lk 7:1-10), it is possible to see the influence of the Roman-Jewish-Christian relationship at the time.  

At the time the narrative was taking place, the Christians had amicable relations with the Romans because Roman laws and customs benefited them by allowing them to practice in peace.
  This is evident in the willingness of Jesus to go to a gentile’s house to heal his slave (Lk 7:6).  However, there are also hints of a deeper influence.

In Luke 7:3, the Centurion sends “some Jewish elders to him,” these elders are most likely members of the local assembly of elders (Gerousia), and not members of the Sanhedrin mentioned above.  Although the Gerousia did function as a local Sanhedrin, in the fact that it interpreted and enforced the Jewish laws locally.
  The Centurion had obviously heard of Jesus’s healing powers, and had sent a group of men that he believed would have had influence over His decision.  This is because Jews listened to the elders due to their status, rank, and power in the community.  Luke may also be making a political point with the elders. The Jewish power hierarchy was very corrupt at the time of the narrative, and Luke wanted to show the Jewish elders as servants of Roman power.  This is therefore an example where the social systems of both time-periods influence the narrative.  

Most present New Testament scholars agree that Luke’s community consisted of Gentiles with a small and almost insignificant population of Jews.
  There are several reasons why scholars believe Luke wrote for that wealthy, influential, and gentile audience.  One is that Luke’s Gospel was written in a high literary style, which would have been most appreciated by the upper class.
  Second is his focus on converts of elevated political and economic status.
  Third, is the number of times we see openness by gentiles, and high-class individuals, to accept Jesus.
  Fourth is that Luke’s Gospel is thoroughly founded not in spiritual matters, but material ones where his audience’s attention would have been most focused.
  

The idea of the Centurion and his place in society also plays a very important part in the influence of the narrative.  A centurion was a citizen of Rome, who volunteered for the Roman army and was placed in charge of approximately one hundred men.
 This was a considerable amount of power, and Jesus is fully aware of this when He makes His decision to go.  Jesus knows that He must make a friend of Rome for His ministry to go anywhere beyond Himself.  The author of Luke is also making a especially important point.  He strongly wants to portray Jesus, therefore himself, as a friend of Rome and its citizens, because it would help in a dangerous situation of religious persecution.  

It is now possible to understand and explain how the social setting and history influenced both the narrative and the narrator.  By understanding how the society influenced the passage, one can now step deeper into the theological meaning and understand how the passage influenced society.  Esler underscores this, “…[Luke’s] theology ultimately stems and reflects the powerful tensions, social and political as much as religious, which accompanied the emergence from Judaism of that form of Christianity which was adhered to by the members of his community.”
  This is the reason why the situation that the author was in when he wrote the Gospel is important to study and understand; because then, and only then, can an understanding of the true message of the narrator be reached.
Text Criticism

Luke 7:2 
NSRV and NAB read “…slave…” REB and NJB read “…servant…” The REB and NJB imply a different relationship.  

Luke 7:7
NSRV, REB, and NAB read “…and let my servant be healed.”; NJB reads “…and let my boy be healed.” The NJB uses boy instead of servant, which changes the meaning.  

Luke 7:9
NSRV, REB, and NAB read “…not even in Israel have I found such faith.”; NJB reads “…not even in Israel have I found faith as great as this.”  The NJB elaborates slightly on the NSRV, REB and NAB.
Context


Immediately preceding the story of Jesus healing the Centurion’s servant (Lk 7:1-10), is the narrative of Jesus preaching to the Disciples of the importance in doing as He says, using the analogy of the two houses against a flood (6:46-49).  Directly after 7:1-10 is the story of Jesus raising the Widow’s son at Nain (7:11-17).  In all three stories, Jesus teaches before a group of people, either the Disciples or as Luke describes it, a “crowd” (6:17, 7:9, 7:11).  


The author of Luke uses Jesus’ healing of the Centurion’s servant (7:1-10) in two separate transitions: between the teaching of Jesus by direct word and the teaching of Jesus by example, and between Jesus teaching before a small group (the Disciples) and a “crowd.”  This is very important as the rest of Luke is based on Jesus teaching before larger and larger groups.  


A significant similarity between the story of the two houses (6:46-49) and the story of the Centurion (7:1-10) is the central role of a house.  In the first story, the house is a symbol for the human spirit against a flood of evil.  In the second story, it is what makes the Centurion send the second delegation to stop Jesus from venturing any closer, because the Centurion is afraid of Jesus being defiled by entering his “unclean” home (7:6).
  


The similarity between the story of Jesus healing the Centurion’s servant (7:1-10) and the healing of the Widow’s son (7:11-17) is slightly more obvious.  In both stories Jesus heals, more importantly He heals through His word.  In the healing of the servant, the Centurion sends his friends to intercept Jesus saying, “But only speak the word, and let my servant be healed.”  (7:7b), who is then healed.  In the healing of the Widow’s son, Jesus heals by speaking “Young man, I say to you, rise!”  (7:14b).  These stories also help to reinforce the power of the word of Jesus, which is a central focus in the Gospel of Luke (4:35-36, 5:20, 7:7b, 7:14b, 7:48, 8:24b, 9:42b, etc.).  

Literary Analysis

A. Literary Form:



Luke 7:1-10 is a narrative told in third person.

B. Structure:



7:1
Setting



v. 1
Jesus enters Capernaum



7:2-3
Introduction of Characters




v. 2
Introduces Centurion and slave




v. 3
Sending of first delegation



7:4-5
First Delegation





v. 4
Appeal 




v. 5
Reasons



7:6-8
Second Delegation




v. 6
Redaction of first delegation




vv. 7-8
Appeal



7:9
Jesus’ Reaction




v. 9
Statement of faith



7:10
Conclusion




v. 10
Proof of Jesus’ power

C. Literary Techniques:



In Luke 7:1-10 there is a repetition of three ideas, that the word is powerful, people in positions of authority have power, and words of honor.  The first idea is evident in the first delegation, where their word is powerful enough to have Jesus accompany them to the Centurion’s home (7:4).  It again shows up in 7:6, where the second delegation is sent to stop Jesus from going to his home “But only speak the word and my servant will be healed.”  The second delegation continues by explaining that the Centurion understands the power of the word.  “I also am a man set under authority, with soldiers under me; and I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes, and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes, and to my slave, ‘Do this,’ and the slave does it.”  (7:8).  

Jesus, the Jewish elders, and the Centurion are all in a position of authority within their respective communities. Luke repeats this theme four times within this passage.  The first time is the fact that the Centurion is a centurion, and by definition he would have had military men under his control.  The second time is when the Centurion sends the Jewish elders to Jesus.  The Jewish elders, again by definition, had great influence and authority within the Jewish community, which is the reason that the Centurion sent them (7:3).  The third place where the theme of authority is revealed is at 7:7-8; this is where the Centurion compares Jesus’ authority to his own by describing how his authority is through the word also.  The fourth place where Luke presents the theme of authority within this passage is at the end.  The delegations find the slave in good health (7:10) and this is the proof that Jesus does have the authority and power over death and sickness, and therefore He is the Word.  

The last significant repetition within the narrative is the use of words of honor.
 These words imply relationships between certain characters within the narrative.  There are three instances where these words play an important role within the story.  The first instance is where the author says that the Centurion had a slave whom he ‘valued highly’ (7:2).  The term ‘valued highly’ implies that the Centurion had respect for the slave and therefore pays him honor by valuing him highly.  This helps define the relationship between the Centurion and the slave.  

The second instance is when the Jewish elders approach Jesus and use the words ‘he is worthy’ (7:4).  By describing the Centurion as worthy, the elders have defined the relationship between them and the Centurion.  The implied relationship is one of respect for the Centurion on the part of the elders.  The last instance is when the second delegation the Centurion sends addresses Jesus using the term ‘Lord’ (7:6).  It is very clear here that the Centurion believes that Jesus is Lord, or else he would have not addressed Him by that term.  The uses of the words of honor help to cement the themes of authority within the narrative, and thereby clear up the relationships between the characters which is paramount for understanding the narrative. 

Exegesis

V 1 Setting


After Jesus had finished delivering his Sermon on the Plain (Lk 6:17-49b), he entered Capernaum.  This portion serves to provide a setting and transition for the audience before Luke begins the account of Jesus healing the Centurion’s servant. 

V 1 Jesus Enters Capernaum: “After Jesus had finished all his sayings in the hearing of the people, he entered Capernaum.”

Capernaum is a city that existed during the New Testament time frame.  The city was located on the NW bank of Lake Tiberias.
    About one kilometer from Capernaum is where Jesus delivered the Sermon in the Plain
 (Lk. 6:17-49b), which Jesus had finished before the beginning of this account.  


The author of Luke uses this specific phrase for five purposes.  It serves as a literary transition between Jesus’ sermon and His deeds in Capernaum.  It allows Luke to move Jesus geographically to Capernaum, which is already the “locus of a powerful ministry,”
 and further the time line.
  It brings a unity to the chapters that contain the Sermon on the Plain.
 It also comments on the previous sermon by enlarging the narrow audience suggested by 6:20 of only His disciples.
  Finally, the line rapidly narrows the frame of reference in which the audience is viewing Jesus, from in front of ‘the people’ to only Jesus.
  


All five proposed purposes are correct because the phrase is all of these.  It acts as both a transition and an extension to the previous sermon, and focuses the audience’s attention to only Jesus.  Yet, the question begs to be asked whether it is possible to corroborate this phrase and the subsequent shift in location with other sources of information we have.  The answer is yes.  


If one were to look for parallels between the Gospels, one would find this transition in Mark (1:21), John (4:46), and Matthew (8:5).  The strongest resemblance is in Matthew, where after Jesus delivers the Sermon on the Mount, “He entered Capernaum,” (Matt 8:5) and heals a Centurion’s son.  In fact, all four Gospels have Jesus healing someone close to an official in the city of Capernaum.  This evidence suggests that Luke is correct in transporting Jesus to Capernaum at this point after delivering the Sermon on the Plain.  

V 2-3 Introduction of Characters


It is here where the audience is introduced to the major characters in the narrative, and the plot takes its first steps.  After Jesus enters Capernaum, the reader learns that in the town is a Centurion.  This Centurion has a slave who is very ill, and would die if not soon treated.  When the Centurion had heard that Jesus was in town, he sends the local Jewish elders to Jesus hoping they can persuade him to come and heal his slave.  

V 2 Introduces Centurion and slave: “A centurion there had a slave whom he valued highly, and who was ill and close to death.”




This is the first experience the reader has with the story’s main character, the Centurion.  Two questions should enter the reader’s mind at the end of the line: who is the Centurion, and what is his relationship to his slave?  The answer to the first question has split biblical scholars down two lines; those who think the Centurion is a member of Herod’s peacekeeping force, and those who think the Centurion is a member of the permanent Roman army.  Finding the answer is important because it determines what the Centurion has at stake in the community.


Green
, as well as the International Biblical Commentary, say that the Centurion is in the service of the Roman army that was stationed at Damascus.
  While Vawter
, Fitzmeyer and others argue that the Centurion was in employ of Herod Antipas’ mercenary force.

The problem with the idea that the Centurion was in Herod’s service is that it is known the Roman army stressed to Roman soldiers, especially those in leadership positions, that they treat their household servants/slaves well to prolong their usefulness.
  What motivation would a mercenary have to take such good care of his slave?  It could be argued that the mercenary would show compassion for the same reason the Roman soldier would.  The mercenary could also be from the local area and therefore show compassion because he knows the people.  Yet, we know that there were two Roman legions in the area, and each legion contained 60 centurions,
 therefore it is possible to conclude that a centurion from one of those legions may have been located in Capernaum.  Later in the passage, there will be more evidence pointing to the idea that this Centurion was a member of the formal Roman army.  


Since it was concluded that the Centurion was a member of the Roman army, then the answer to the second question, “what is the relationship between the Centurion and the slave,” becomes simpler.  A centurion was well paid, and usually kept a large household.
  The staff lived with the Centurion and through this probably became very close, if not like a family.  Although they kept their respective places within society, they would have looked out for each other.
  The language used by the author helps to prove this point.  The slave was not only a servant or a staff member, but the Centurion highly valued the slave, which implies esteem for the servant.
  One should also note that in all of Luke’s writings, centurions are always described as men with character and integrity.
 


A pressing issue that must be addressed at this point is the interpretation of the word slave.  The word slave today has terrible and negative connotations; it implies the domination of people for a selfish end, while giving them no reward.  The word slave during the time of the New Testament implied a servant who worked for a ‘master,’ but was also treated very well, almost as if they were part of the household.  The slave had responsibilities towards the household they worked for, while at the same time the master of the household had responsibilities to treat the slave well. 


Fitzmeyer suggests that because Matthew uses the term ‘boy’ in his parallel of the story (Matt 8:5), the term in Luke’s Gospel has been mistranslated over the years.  He goes on by saying that the term ‘pais,’ which is used for the slave, would mean servant if it were read by Luke’s audience in the classic or Hellenistic Greek.
  Therefore, the term slave has better connotations within this story than contemporary readers may interpret it as.
  


In addition to introducing characters to the reader, the verse also sets the conflict and tension in the story.  There is now a dramatic question and a goal.  The question is what is going to happen to the slave, and the goal becomes saving the slave. How this question is resolved and whether the goal is reached is the purpose of the following verses.  

V 3 Sending of first delegation: “When he heard about Jesus, he sent some Jewish elders to him, asking him to come and heal his slave.”

 V. 1 and v. 2 come together in this line by combining the character of the Centurion with Jesus.  It says that the Centurion had heard about Jesus.  This is because of Jesus’ earlier healings in Capernaum (4:31-41), which the Centurion had obviously heard of.  The Centurion must have either been told, or deduced, that the man they call Jesus can cure the sick and therefore help his slave’s situation.  

However, the Centurion is a gentile and Jesus is a Jew,
 the Centurion probably does not think that Jesus will listen to him.  The Centurion is also a foreigner and officer in an occupying army, 
 and may think Jesus will dislike him.  The Centurion may also believe that the Jewish elders may have more influence over Jesus because of their status within the Jewish community.
  Therefore, the Centurion thinks that Jesus might respect the elders more than the Centurion, and be more apt to doing them a favor.  Perhaps the Centurion, in an act of faith, does not think himself worthy of speaking to Jesus himself, and so he sends men that are more ‘holy’ than he is.
  These are all possible reasons for the Centurion to send a delegation of Jewish elders to ask Jesus to heal the slave rather than ask Jesus himself.  The most plausible of these reasons is that the Centurion does not find himself worthy enough to approach such a holy man.  This is because of both the elders’ telling Jesus that this man is worthy enough (7:4), and the Centurion’s words that he did not think himself worthy therefore he did not go to Jesus himself (7:6).  

The Jewish elders the Centurion is sending to meet Jesus are ‘city-fathers’ and members of the local council or Sanhedrin.
  These men would have been distinguished and influential within their community and leaders in the Synagogue.
  Jesus would have easily recognized the stature of these men.  The phrase “Jewish elders” is only found in the Gospels, which implies that the Jewish culture did not refer to this group of men as ‘elders’ but rather by a different name.
  This shows that the Gospel authors were writing from a position separate from the Jewish culture. 


This is where the plot thickens.  The Centurion has figured out that to save his slave he must enlist the help of Jesus.  To do this, he must use the local dignitaries because he feels that Jesus is to holy to meet with Him himself.  The next dramatic question is “what is going to happen to the delegation?”  This question will be answered in the next two verses.  The tension is mounting because the slave is still sick and the audience gets an impression that it is up to the Jewish elders to save him now.

V 4-5 First Delegation


The Centurion has just sent the Jewish elders on their way to get Jesus to come and heal his slave.  The next section addresses the portion of the plot where the elders meet with Jesus.  The elders ask Him to come and give Him one reason; the reason is that the Centurion loves the people.  They continue that his love has been proven because he built the Synagogue in Capernaum.

V 4 Appeal: “When they came to Jesus, they appealed to him earnestly, saying, “He is worthy of having you do this for him…”  


The Jewish elders the Centurion sent to bring Jesus to heal his slave have now approached Jesus.  There is no evidence in the narrative that these elders find it degrading to be bearers of such a request.
  However, they do not use language that implies a kinship or need, nor does their request sound humble.  The elders simply use the language of honor and obligation.  This allows them to fulfill their responsibility to the Centurion without degrading their own social status.

   Their job is very clear: they must get Jesus to come with them.  Therefore, they must present the best possible view of the Centurion.  They appeal to Jesus earnestly with a statement of worthiness.  They describe the Centurion as worthy enough to have Jesus heal the slave as a favor.  This is in contrast with the Centurion’s own statement of unworthiness (7:6-7), but it is consistent with Peter’s comment of unworthiness (5:8) earlier in the Gospel.
  The relationship between the two statements may be that when confronted by the power of Jesus, one cannot help feel humility and unworthiness.  

V 5 Reasons: “…for he loves our people, and it is he who built our Synagogue for us.”

The reasons for the feeling of the elders that the Centurion is worthy are given in this verse.  The two reasons are that he loves ‘our’ people and he built ‘our’ Synagogue.  The word ‘our’ in this verse is meant to imply the entire nation and people of Israel.  It is not meant as meaning the elders only, but including the people they represent.  


The Roman Centurion would have been Rome’s representative in Capernaum, and would have “found himself in the role of intermediary between the local populations and the demands of the Empire.”
  Green continues, “it would not have been unusual for such a person to adopt the religion of the local population, nor would it have been unusual for him to have underwritten the building of the Synagogue as a calculated maneuver to win favor among the local Jewish leadership.”
  Green makes an interesting point, but Vawter disputes that the Centurion would have adopted the Jewish faith.  “He was not a proselyte, a convert of Judaism, but like many of his contemporaries is a good pagan who felt drawn to the Jews through similar convictions about the nature of God and the moral law.”
  

It is possible that the Centurion did not convert to Judaism, but contributed to the community because it would have made his stay more comfortable for him and the surrounding community.  It cannot be ruled out that the Centurion did not underwrite the building of the Synagogue for simple political gain, but the evidence points in the other direction.  Both the Jewish elders and Jesus would have easily seen this if those were his motives, yet they both testify that he did it out of love for the people.  


This verse is further evidence supporting the earlier claim that the Centurion is in service of the Roman army and not the mercenary force of Herod.  A mercenary would not have built a Synagogue for a foreign people or a religion separate from his own.  On the other hand, a Roman Centurion would have because the Roman Empire stressed getting involved in the community to make the transition smoother.  


Through the type of speech the elders use and their conviction that he is worthy, they advertise the Centurion’s genuine generosity and compassion for the Jewish people.
  This is another reason why the elders acceded so easily to the Centurion’s request.  The elders present a picture of a man who is generous, loving, and compassionate towards the Jewish people.  They imply that because of all he has done for God’s people, Jesus should not consider him a Gentile and “outside the scope of his blessing for Israel.”
  Therefore, the elders approve of Jesus doing this because they do not consider him a gentile and it would not be breaking any Jewish purity laws.  


The love the Centurion has shown for the people of Israel and the manifestation of that love in the building of the Synagogue is the reason that the Jewish elders give.  They use this reason as an argument why Jesus should come with them to heal the Centurion’s slave.  The plot reaches the critical tension here because the elders have done all they can do and now the audience is waiting to see if Jesus will come with them.  The next verse deals with the resolution of the tension and continuation of the plot.

V6-8 Second Delegation


The first delegation of Jewish elders the Centurion has sent to Jesus has just concluded.  The decision of whether to go and heal the slave is now up to Jesus.   He does decide to go to the Centurion’s house to heal his slave, but on the way there He is stopped by a second delegation of friends sent by the Centurion.  This next delegation tells Jesus not to come because the Centurion is not worthy, which is why he did not come himself.  He asks Jesus to heal his slave from where He is because he understands the power of Jesus’ word due his own vocation where the word is powerful.  

V 6 Redaction of first delegation: “And Jesus went with them, but when he was not far from the house, the centurion sent friends to say to him, ‘Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am not worthy to have you come under my roof…’”

The first portion of this verse is the resolution to the tension that was introduced in 7:2.  It is now clear that Jesus will come to heal the Centurion’s slave.  Green outlines that because of the “duplicity of the elders…we may be surprised that Jesus goes with them.”  He also claims that because the Centurion is a gentile it is even more surprising that Jesus “seems intent on going to his home to heal his slave.”  But Green concludes that Jesus “has [recently] outlined a new worldview in which such distinctions are not determinative for social interaction and certainly not for manifestations of saving power.”
  Green makes a good point; Jesus is simply practicing what He is preaching.  The message being an inclusive theology of all peoples with no lines drawn between them.  


As soon as the Centurion had heard or saw himself that Jesus was coming, he immediately sent another delegation to stop Jesus and deliver a message.  This delegation most certainly consisted of gentile friends of the Centurion.
  The Centurion’s friends deliver a message to Jesus that can be interpreted in more than one way.  The way it is interpreted holds far-reaching implications that will decide how the rest of the passage is viewed.  The two ways are Ringe, 
 Geldenhuys, 
 and Craddock’s 
 theory that the Centurion did not want Jesus to proceed any further because he believed that he was not worthy enough to have the presence of the Lord within his home.  The second theory 
 is that the Centurion was sensitive to Jewish customs, and did not want Jesus to defile Himself.  Both theories are based on different views of the text and each has their own merits.  It is best to look at each separately in its own context before bringing them together.


The first theory is founded in an idea within verses where the Centurion says, “Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am not worthy to have you come under my roof, therefore I did not presume to come to you” (7:6-7).  The Centurion means that he does not want Jesus to ‘trouble Himself’ because he is not worth it.  This is why the Centurion did not come to Jesus in the first place (7:7).  Geldenhuys says, “he is filled with such a deep realization of his own unworthiness, and on the other hand he has such a living and beautiful faith in Christ…” 
 that this is the reason why he sent the second delegation to stop Jesus.  He must have thought that the Lord was much to busy to help such a lowly person and his slave.  Therefore, he felt himself unworthy to have the presence of the Lord within his home.
  


The second theory is also based on the same quote from the second delegation.  However, this theory is not based on literal meanings but on implied meanings and the (at that time) current Jewish customs and laws.  This theory looks primarily at the meaning behind “… for I am not worthy to have you come under my roof…” (7:6).  In Jewish purity laws, if a Jew entered an ‘unclean’ place (gentile’s house) he or she would be considered defiled, and therefore unfit for worship.  The Centurion’s house is also probably heavily decorated with Roman images that could harm Jewish sensibilities.
  Looking at the verse through this theory, the Centurion obviously has great sensitivity towards Jewish customs and delicacy in dealing with these matters.
  The Centurion also exhibits great faith with the fear he feels in defiling the Lord in his own home.  


Both theories have much to offer the reader in terms of a solid interpretation and understanding of the text.  Yet, the second theory misses a very crucial piece of evidence.  In 7:7, the line continues, “…therefore I did not presume to come to you.”  The Centurion would not have defiled Jesus by being in his presence, just as the second delegation of gentiles had not.  Which means that the Centurion could have easily gone to Jesus himself after the first delegation had gotten Jesus to come.  Nevertheless, he did not, which means that the Centurion was concerned with more than Jewish technicalities.  The verse even says this; the Centurion did not go to Jesus himself (or have Jesus come to him) because he felt humbled and unworthy by the presence and power of Jesus (7:6-7).  Therefore, the Centurion stopped Jesus because he did not believe that he was faithful enough, worthy enough, or important enough to meet the Lord.


The last point to consider within this verse is the use of the word Lord.  It is not said by the first delegation of Jewish elders, but by the gentile friends of the Centurion who deliver his message.  This is significant because the Centurion obviously recognizes Jesus as the Lord and will treat him and regard him as such.  This shows that the Centurion has faith in Jesus to heal his slave because he is not simply a ‘traveling healer’ but the Lord who has power over all things.
   This is paramount because Jesus will notice this faith later in the narrative.


The plot is now starting to unravel itself.  Stopping Jesus a second time is the last tension that is brought in by the author.  The audience is almost sure at this point that Jesus will heal the slave, but how will He do it now that He is not allowed in the Centurion’s house is the larger question.  This will be answered in a short time within the narrative.    

V 7 Appeal: “…therefore I did not presume to come to you.  But only speak the word, and let my servant be healed.”

The first part of this verse is a continuation of the previous one, which we have already discussed.  Therefore, it is not necessary to look at it any more.  The second portion of the verse, “But only speak the word, and let my servant be healed” (7:7) is very important.  It is here that the Centurion gives Jesus the option of healing the slave from where He is instead of coming to the slave Himself.  The phrase is an admission by the Centurion that he truly, and faithfully, believes that Jesus has the power to heal from a distance.  This is consistent with the Centurion’s use of the word Lord (7:6)
, and further proof that the Centurion does believe that Jesus is, as he addressed him, Lord and the Word.   

V 8 Appeal (Cont.):  “For I am also a man set under authority, with soldiers under me; and I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes, and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes, and to my slave, ‘Do this,’ and the slave does it.”



This verse is a continuation of the previous verse in the way that it expands on the reason why the Centurion doesn’t feel worthy enough to have Jesus come to his home, but it would be best if He would heal the slave from where He was.  The Centurion next compares Jesus to himself by using the word ‘also’ (7:8).  Most biblical scholars are in agreement with the interpretation and meaning of this verse.
  

As has been shown earlier, the Centurion has considerable authority and influence within the Capernaum community and his own Roman legion.  This authority leads the Centurion to an understanding of the power Jesus commands.  The Centurion draws an easy analogy.  He is a person who is ‘under authority’ (7:8) and knows that his commands will be carried out.
  As a man who deals with authority on a regular basis, he is able to discern ‘real authority’ from authority that is given.
  This is why, as Green says, “he can trust that Jesus’ authoritative word, even if spoken at a distance, will achieve its intended results.”
  The readers of the text know that this is true from Luke 4:32,36, where “They were astounded by his teaching, because he spoke with authority,” (4:32) and, “For with authority and power he commands the unclean spirits, and they come” (4:36).  Green makes an excellent point here.  The Centurion seems to know, and trust, that Jesus commands the power of the Word of God, although, the Jewish elders and observers seem to be oblivious to such an idea.  In this way, the Centurion sets himself apart from the ‘religious’ characters in the story because he recognizes, and humbles himself before, the authority and power of Jesus.


There is a major implication of Luke’s words that must be noted.  When the Centurion compares his position in the Legion to Jesus’ authority, Luke uses the word “under” (7:8).  This implies that the Centurion and Jesus were both subordinated by some greater power.
  It is worthy to note Fitzmeyer’s ideas on the redaction of this verse, mainly on the use of the word “under.”  He says that it “clearly implies the Centurion’s subordination to superior officers and then his delegated authority over others.”
  The same applies to this narrative’s parallel story, Matthew 8:5-13b, which reads, “For I am a man under authority, with soldiers under me…” (Matt 8:9).  Fitzmeyer points out that the “Sinaitic and Curetonian Syriac versions of Matt 8:9 mention only the Centurion’s possession of authority: ‘for I also am a man having authority and soldiers under my hand.’” 
  Fitzmeyer continues by saying, “The Syriac variants rather reflect an attempt to cope with the implication of the Greek text, … that Jesus too was somehow under authority and subordinated.”
  He follows this with, “Such an interpretation…has given rise to all sorts of manipulation of the Greek text of v. 8 in older commentaries to avoid such connotations.”
  His conclusion, which is most agreeable, is that the “words of the Centurion are meant to enhance the power of Jesus’ command; they…express the Centurion’s modesty, and eventually evoke a comment from Jesus about his faith.”
  Therefore, these implications should not be read into the text because they were not the original intention of the author.  

V 9 Jesus’ Reaction


The second delegation has just finished what it came to do.  It stopped Jesus from coming to the Centurion’s home and offered Him the option of healing the slave from where He is.  The Centurion’s faith is now very apparent to both Jesus and the reader; this is why in the next verse Jesus decides to comment on it.  He is amazed at the Centurion’s faith and tells the crowd, who has followed him, that “… not even in Israel have I found such faith” (7:9).  This verse describes, and expands on the major theme of the passage, which is faith.

V 9 Statement of faith: “When Jesus heard this he was amazed at him, and turning to the crowd that followed him, he said, ‘I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith.’”
What is extraordinary about this narrative is that the Centurion certainly recognizes the authority of Jesus.  Yet, unlike the others, he has only “heard about Jesus,” (7:3) and had not seen the manifestation of His power.  Therefore, he is putting his faith, and trust, in Jesus from simply hearing about Him and knowing that He was willing to come to his home to heal his slave.  This is what Jesus was “amazed” of, the utter feeling of unworthiness and the faith he is putting in Him without any proof.
  

When Luke says “…and turning to the crowd that followed him…” (7:9) he is widening the audience’s view of the scene from the narrow-angle frame he placed in effect in v. 1.  This enhancement allows the audience to see that a crowd has been following Jesus.  This crowd probably consisted of His disciples, the Jewish elders, and the second delegation.
  Green says, “the addition of the crowd accents the dramatic quality of the proclamation to follow; similarly, Luke generally speaks of Jesus’ ‘turning’ to speak in order to add emphasis on Jesus’ statement.” 
  This is a very good point that Green makes.  Because Jesus is now in front of a gathered crowd, the narrative quickly becomes a stage for a presentation rather than a story.  

The statement that Jesus makes next is the central theme of the entire narrative.  Because this is now in front of a crowd, the reader feels that it is an announcement made to all people, which increases its power.  The statement is, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith,” within this simple statement lies Jesus’ entire message.  This message is based in the lines drawn between gentile and Jew.

By saying this, Jesus is criticizing Israel for its complete lack of faith in Him.
  Unlike Israel, the Centurion has shown a complete and blind faith in Jesus.  Israel is supposed to be the “people of faith,” yet, they continue to deny Jesus and His word.  Jesus is proclaiming this gentile as exemplary by comparing him to Israel.
  This message is amplified by the fact that it is being made in front of many important and influential people, namely the Jewish elders.  

Green brings up an especially important point here.  He says, “Perhaps Jesus is more subtle, but the force of His proclamation is reminiscent of the words of John negating the special status of Israel (Luke 3:7-9).”
  The words Jesus uses in this verse do not seem to negate the special status of Israel directly, but they do imply that faith in the Lord can be found in anyone, gentile or Jew, this is what Jesus discovered.  This is the reason why Fitzmeyer says, “the centurion thus becomes in Luke a symbol of Gentile belief over against the general reaction of Israel.  The words do not mean that Jesus has, in fact, found such faith elsewhere outside Israel, but only that he was not prepared to admit its existence in a Gentile.”
  

In addition to Jesus’ criticism of the faith He has seen in Israel, there is also a deeper contrast that Jesus is presenting to the crowd.  A large portion of Jesus’ ministry was devoted to opening the Jew’s eyes to the true definition of faith.  He believed that the Jews were so absorbed in material possessions and physical goals, they had forgotten about the furthering of the soul.
  The first delegation of Jewish elders calculated the Centurion’s worthiness in physical buildings.  In contrast, the second delegation claimed the Centurion was not worthy enough to meet Jesus, this is in terms of the Centurion’s faith. This contrast allows Jesus to “define what faith is: the appropriate action of one who recognizes one’s humble status in the face of an encounter with the divine.”
 It was the faith, humility, and feeling of unworthiness that amazed Jesus and therefore allowed Him to express His views on what faith is.  This is why He makes this statement only after the second delegation, because the first delegation misrepresented the Centurion by putting his worthiness in terms of material things, and not in faith.  Therefore, with the presence of a crowd, Jesus furthers His ministry and makes this point directly to the Jewish hierarchy, whom He was attempting to reform.  

V 10 Conclusion


After the first delegation, second delegation, and Jesus’ statement on faith, the camera is again shifted to the delegations that return to the Centurion’s home to find the slave in good health.

V 10 Proof of Jesus’ power: “When those who had been sent returned to the house, they found the slave in good health.”

The verse begins with, “When those…” (7:10) the ‘those’ he is referring to are the first and second delegation that the Centurion sent to Jesus.  Notice that the audience is again following the delegations instead of Jesus.  This is because Luke wants the conclusion of the narrative to be somewhat of a surprise for the audience.  Although the audience was probably concluding that the slave would be healed, it is a confirmation of their belief.  


“…They found the slave in good health,” (7:10) is the last part of this verse, as well as the narrative.  The healing is almost given as an afterthought to the statement Jesus made in the previous verse.  
   Yet, there are two principle purposes to this seemingly simple statement, and both have significant theological implications.  The first purpose is to show Jesus overcoming socio-religious borders.  The focus has been primarily on the Centurion, but the audience must remember that Jesus healed a slave.  This is consistent with Jesus’ message to the underprivileged and marginalized populations, such as the slaves and the poor; He is offering them hope in their seemingly disparaging situation.  The second point under the first purpose is one that has been argued earlier and continues to be a major theme throughout the narrative.  Jesus is doing a favor for the Centurion, who is a gentile.  Although the Jewish elders have given Jesus their ‘blessing’ to help him, he is still a gentile.  However, Jesus helping the Centurion is consistent with Jesus’ inclusion of the non-Jewish population into his message.
  This is an example of Jesus reaching across the religious and social boundaries to offer help and possible salvation to the gentile and marginalized population.  


The second purpose of this portion of the verse is slightly more obvious.  It confirms the Centurion’s faith that he placed in Jesus.  Jesus has now proven to the Centurion, the audience and the characters in the story that He can heal at a distance and therefore, is THE word of authority.
  Geldenhuys adds, “The centurion of Capernaum strikingly revealed the two indispensable requirements for receiving real blessing: he was deeply humble and he had a whole-hearted faith in Christ.”
 

Hermeneutics

A. Deconstruction



One problematic theme is contained within this narrative.  The theme is that of a social and religious hierarchy.  This hierarchical view is perpetuated because that is what the author focuses on; and because the author makes no note of this, we must conclude that the author shared some views that are present in the text.  The first instance of the hierarchy is that the narrative does not comment on, and thus preserves, the social structure of slavery/servitude.  It is also interesting, and worthy to note that nowhere in the text is the audience allowed to hear the slave’s position on what is occurring; the slave has no voice in the narrative.  This suggests an oppression of the slave’s thoughts by the author.  


The second instance of the hierarchical view is that of the Centurion over the slave.  The audience gets a clear master/slave relationship between them.  Although the Centurion treats the slave well, this relationship is clearly seen in 7:8 when he uses his authoritative word to command the slave to “Go.”  The third, and last, instance of hierarchy within the narrative is the mere presence of the Jewish elders.  The elders represent the religious authority and therefore fit into a hierarchy of power within the Jewish faith.
  

In today’s world, slavery is still a ‘real’ and prevalent institution.  This narrative does not help the situation of the many people that are still trapped within this oppressive, degrading, and wrong social structure.  The reader must recognize this and make a conscience effort to rectify the situation that these people are in.  This is how the narrative will teach us and help us live its message today.

B. Retrieval



There are a number of positive and hopeful points to retrieve from this story.  The first point comments on the hierarchy involved with the Centurion and the Jewish elders.  Both of these ‘authorities’ use their power within their hierarchy for a worthy goal, thereby showing that authority can, and must, be used for good.
  The second is that the slave was well taken care of, and possibly respected, regardless of his status.  This is important because it helps the reader understand the relationship that must be formed with the marginalized populations.  The third point is that Jesus shows compassion to the Centurion and his slave.  Therefore, Jesus will show compassion to ANY person who shows faith in Him, regardless of social status.  This is the most hopeful of any message within the narrative. 


This narrative is a cry for all authority to use its power that it is given to achieve worthy goals.  The authorities must not become corrupt, or selfish, but humble and compassionate.  In the world today, many oppressive governments survive from the hard work and unselfishness of its people.
  The narrative shows that authority, because all authority stems from God, must be used for good and worthy causes.  It must strive to obtain the best lifestyle for the people that give it its power, not the people in control.  

C. Reconstruction



Reconstruction answers the question: how would the passage be changed to reconcile the points in deconstruction and retrieval?  Changing the word ‘slave’ to servant would reflect a more current understanding of the ancient slave’s role; thereby reversing the implications of the extremely negative connotations of the word ‘slave.’  The second issue that would be changed is to add the slave’s voice to the narrative.  What would the slave say to the Centurion after he was healed?  By doing this, the oppressive nature of the slave’s silence is taken away.  By reconciling both of these issues, the narrative becomes more applicable in today’s world, thereby offering more for the reader to learn and understand about the meaning of the text.

Theology


This narrative contains a significant and profound theological ideology.  This ideology is made clear to the reader through the actions of Jesus within the story.  The ideology that is presented is that of a God of compassion and inclusion of non-Christian/Jewish peoples, regardless of their social status; and that Jesus is the Word of God, which assumes absolute authority.   


Because Jesus even considered doing this favor for the Centurion, it is safe to assume that Jesus was showing as much compassion to this gentile as He would a Christian or a Jew.  Jesus also healed the Centurion’s slave, who belonged to one of the lowest classes in society.  This demonstrates Jesus’ compassion for the highest and lowest people in society, as well as people of faiths that do not correspond with Jesus’.  It can be taken then, as Jesus is representing a God who accepts and loves both the rich and the poor, the gentile and the Jew.  


At the end of the narrative, the audience finds that Jesus has healed the slave from a distance.  This healing from a distance confirms that Jesus commands the Word of God, and therefore can heal anyone at any distance.  By translating the theme of authority that is prevalent throughout the story, Jesus then assumes the highest authority, which is that of God.  

Conclusion


This passage asked its audience to confront the issues of the abuse of authority and the institution of slavery.  It also presented many hopeful themes, such as a God of inclusion and how authority can be used for good.  Through the study of the history and social situation at the time of Jesus and the author, it is clear how they influenced the narrative in both a positive and negative way.  This influence added the institution of slavery, but also the positive view of authority.  Through all of these themes and implications, a clear vision arises; this vision is of the message of the author.  The vision shows a God of compassion for the Centurion as well as the slave, a man named Jesus who is the Word of God, and that faith arises from the humility and unworthiness we encounter when confronted with the true power of God.  
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