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Authority
SERMON:

Helen Hayes MacArthur was an American actress whose career spanned 
80 years. She eventually received the nickname "First Lady of American Theatre" 
and was one of 15 people who are known as an EGOT; a designation given to 
someone for the accomplishment of having won all four major annual American 
entertainment awards in a competitive, individual (non-group) category of the 
Emmy, Grammy, Oscar, and Tony (EGOT) awards. Winning all four awards has 
been referred to as winning the "grand slam" of American show business.

She donated much of her time and money to charitable organizations. By all 
accounts, Helen Hayes was a talented, generous and accomplished woman. 

And yet, the story is told about the first time that she decided to cook a 
Thanksgiving dinner for her family. Before serving it, she announced to her 
husband and children, “Now, I know that this is the first turkey I’ve ever cooked. If 
it isn’t any good, I don’t want anybody to say a word. We’ll just get up from the 
table, without comment, and go to a restaurant to eat.” Then she returned to the 
kitchen.

When she came back out to the dining room bearing the turkey, she found 
her family seated at the table with their hats and coats on. Obviously they didn’t 
have much faith in her ability to cook a turkey!

I wonder if we’re not often like that with God: We know God is great, we’ve 
seen all he’s done…the beauty and complexity of things in nature, or even seen 
his power displayed in other people’s lives. But when it comes to our problems or 
struggles…maybe we acknowledge that he can do this or that, and maybe we 
pray to God for help, but then we sit back and expect the worst to happen. Often 
we don’t have much faith in him.

Today we’re going to look at a man who was different. Open your Bibles to 
the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 8. We’re going to read about a man of great faith. 
In fact, he was a man who Jesus said had the greatest faith in all of Israel. Who 
do you think it is: Peter? John? Nicodemus? The answer might surprise you.

Matthew 8, starting in verse 5: 5When he entered Capernaum, a centurion 
came to him, pleading with him, 6“Lord, my servant is lying at home paralyzed, in 
terrible agony.”
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7He said to him, “Am I to come and heal him?”

8“Lord,” the centurion replied, “I am not worthy to have you come under my 
roof. But just say the word, and my servant will be healed. 9For I too am a man 
under authority, having soldiers under my command. I say to this one, ‘Go,’ and 
he goes; and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes; and to my servant, ‘Do this! ’ 
and he does it.”

10Hearing this, Jesus was amazed and said to those following him, “Truly I 
tell you, I have not found anyone in Israel with so great a faith. 11I tell you that 
many will come from east and west to share the banquet with Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. 

12But the sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness where 
there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 13Then Jesus told the centurion, 
“Go. As you have believed, let it be done for you.” And his servant was healed 
that very moment.

So just a little background here. The Centurions were the backbone of the 
Roman Army. The Roman army was divided into large groups of 6,000 men 
called Legions, and each Legion was made up of 60 smaller divisions which were 
called Centuries because they contained 100 men. 

The man in charge of each century was called a Centurion. Our modern 
U.S. Army equivalent would be a company commander, which probably makes 
this guy a Captain. These were long serving members of the Roman army who 
were in charge of discipline, both of their own troops and of the occupied people 
they were put in place to oversee. 

Greek Historian Polybius described what a centurion should be: “They must 
not be so much venturesome seekers after danger as men who can command, 
steady in action, and reliable; they ought not to be over-anxious to rush into the 
fight, but when hard pressed, they must be ready to hold their ground, and die at 
their posts.”

Even though the centurion “should be” these things…temperate, able to 
lead well…often, I would imagine, the “ready to hold their ground” attribute was 
the one at the forefront, since the Centurion was known as one not to be trifled 
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with. As commander of an occupying force, they tended to be heavy-handed to 
keep people in line.

So, it probably wasn’t a comfortable feeling as the men around Jesus saw 
this man coming toward them with purpose. You know that look someone gets 
when they’re focusing on something? They look like they have somewhere to go. 
I’ve been told I get that look when I’m “on task” so to speak. In fact, I’ve had 
people here tell me they were going to come talk to me, but I looked like I was 
hunting for a head to rip off, so they just kinda walked away. 

Look, I’m sorry about the face…I have RBF…Resting Biker Face. It’s just 
my look. I do tend to get focused in on things and sometimes they consume my 
attention, but that doesn’t mean I won’t come out of my fog and talk to you if you 
need to talk. 

Anyway, I imagine that’s the look this guy had…he was focused in on 
Jesus.  When I’m in that mode and I find what I’m looking for, or I accomplish my 
objective, my look lightens up, so I imagine that as much as the centurion may 
have appeared imposing…maybe even a bit dangerous as he approached 
Jesus, once he had identified Jesus as the one he was looking for, his demeanor 
changed.

Verse 5 says the centurion pleaded with Jesus; 6“Lord, my servant is lying 
at home paralyzed, in terrible agony.”

In the few chapters leading up to this passage, the stage is set: Jesus 
comes in fulfillment of prophecy. He is baptized to start his ministry. He gives the 
Sermon on the Mount (Matthew records this in chapters 5 - 7), then kicks it into 
gear, performing one miracle after another. 

We see Jesus heal a leper, a centurion’s servant, Peter’s mother-in-law, 
and the demon possessed. He essentially chases off two would-be disciples by 
telling them what following him would cost them, amazes the men that did follow 
him by calming a storm on the open sea…and we haven’t even gotten out of 
chapter 8 yet.

In the middle of this flurry of activity, today I want to focus in on just this one 
story, this interaction between Jesus…and this centurion. It’s a passage that will 
be very familiar to most of you. But I think that what I’m going to say to you today 
will be different than what you may have heard preached from this passage in the 
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past. This is the story of the Centurion’s faith, but I am going to go beyond faith to 
take you to where I believe Jesus wants every believer to be. He wants you to be 
able to put your faith…into action.

In order to do that, we need to know a few things. First, Jesus desires that 
your needs are met. 5When he entered Capernaum, a centurion came to him, 
pleading with him, 6“Lord, my servant is lying at home paralyzed, in terrible 
agony.” 7He said to him, “Am I to come and heal him?” Now, this is out of the 
Christian Standard Bible that I like to use, but I noticed that only this version and 
the NIV pose Jesus’ response to the centurion as a question. In every other 
version I read, Jesus issues a statement…“I will come and heal him.”

The Greek words that make up verse 6 could be posed as a question or a 
statement; either translation could be considered faithful to the original language. 

Let me quickly point out that these kinds of little differences in scripture are 
the kinds of things that de-rail people along their faith journey. 

I hope you don’t get overly caught up in stuff like this, because whether or 
not Jesus asked a question or made a statement is one of those things nobody is 
gonna know until they’re hanging out with Christ and they get a chance to ask 
him. Like you’re not going to have other things to talk about!

Here’s what I want to concentrate on…the word “come”. That’s the constant 
in there. “Am I to come” or “I will come” is kinda irrelevant sentence structure. 
The point is that Jesus’ intent here is to respond to the centurion. Isn’t that cool? 
Jesus’ intent is to come into whatever situation you bring to him. And I found this 
kind of interesting; these verses don’t tell us that the centurion requested this of 
Jesus…yet Jesus saw a need and stepped in to address it. 

And seeing Jesus’ intent prompts a response from the centurion that we 
read in the first part of verse 8:  8“Lord,” the centurion replied, “I am not worthy to 
have you come under my roof. Do you think that this was the exact response that 
Jesus was looking for?

We’ll come back to that. I want to press on to the next point here, and that 
is this: if we recognize that Jesus wants to fulfill our needs, we have to realize 
that he has the authority to deliver.

The centurion didn’t meet Jesus on the campaign trail tossing out promises 
to “at some point” institute legislation that would provide a government 
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administrated free universal health care system that would research a way to 
heal his servant…he sought Jesus out because he recognized Jesus’ authority to 
do something about the situation.

Read verses 8 and 9: 8“Lord,” the centurion replied, “I am not worthy to 
have you come under my roof. But just say the word, and my servant will be 
healed. 9For I too am a man under authority, having soldiers under my command. 
I say to this one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes; and 
to my servant, ‘Do this! ’ and he does it.”

The Roman Centurion served under a military construct. His position gave 
him the authority to give orders, and when he gave orders, they were followed.

He makes that clear in his words to Jesus. More importantly, his service 
tuned him to recognize authority in others, and that is what we see here when he 
says to Jesus: But just say the word, and my servant will be healed.

 Just say the word. There were other healers running around in Jesus’ 
time…and they were having some success with treating people. The problem 
came in when they tried to mix medicine with “spirituality”. 

I had an appointment with the chiropractor last week and as usual, once I 
left his office, my back felt better. Now, I recognize that as a physician’s skill in 
performing a medical procedure, but if he’d have been muttering some 
unintelligible incantation and telling me that he was going to need to de-clutter 
my energy field for this to work…yeah…I’m out. I get mechanics…something’s 
not lined up right and he’s there to fix that. Cool. But I don’t need somebody 
trying to make the mechanical into the mystical.

I get the feeling that these “healers” were treating people with medicine 
while trying to get them to believe that it was some magical procedure on their 
part or a special touch they had to deliver to make sure they got a call-back when 
the person got sick again. And maybe this centurion had already been down that 
path. He was certainly a man of means and influence, and had probably done 
whatever he could do up to this point to make his servant better, but nothing had 
worked.

Maybe he had heard the stories of this Jesus from the Jews in Capernaum. 
This story related in Matthew is paralleled in Luke’s gospel, where it says that the 
Jewish elders thought highly of the centurion. In chapter 7 verses 4-5, Luke 
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records them as saying to Jesus: “He is worthy for you to grant this, because he 
loves our nation and has built us a synagogue.” 

That in itself seems pretty unusual, that a commander of an occupying force 
would come to love the occupied nation to the point that he seemed to feel it was 
his duty to protect them and provide for them rather than just force the laws of 
Rome upon them.

But I have no doubt that through this relationship with the Jews, he heard 
about Jesus and immediately recognized him as someone different. Let’s read 
verses 8 and 9 one more time: 8“Lord,” the centurion replied, “I am not worthy to 
have you come under my roof. But just say the word, and my servant will be 
healed. 9For I too am a man under authority, having soldiers under my command. 
I say to this one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and to another, ‘Come,’ and he comes; and 
to my servant, ‘Do this! ’ and he does it.”

Ellicott’s Commentary says this about these verses: [When the centurion 
utters the phrase “Speak the word only”]—This was the special proof of the 
speaker’s faith. He had risen above the thought of a magic influence, operating 
by touch or charm, to that of a delegated power depending only on the will of Him 
who possessed it. 

 
[Then the centurion] gives, not without a certain naïveté, the process of 

reasoning by which he had been led to this conviction. His own experience had 
taught that in every well organised system a delegated authority could, in its turn, 
be delegated to others. The personal presence of the centurion was not wanted 
where he could send his soldier or his slave to act on his orders. Might he not 
reason on this analogy, and infer from it that in God’s kingdom also One whom 
He endued with power would have His ministers at hand, the unknown forces 
that govern life and death, to execute His will?

I said earlier that the centurion’s military background and his position gave 
him the authority to give orders, and when he gave orders, they were followed. 
Ellicott’s Commentary points out something that we need to add to that. 

When he gave an order, he didn’t need to be present to ensure that it was 
followed. That authority was effective and valid in in his physical absence. So, 
knowing that this was the case in his own command, he assumes that the 
powers that Jesus commands over life and death would also respond to his will 
even if he wasn’t physically present.
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The centurion meets Jesus, Jesus commits to meet the centurion’s need, 
and then the centurion responds by telling Jesus he believes that Jesus can 
meet that need by simply speaking. 

Let’s read the rest of the passage: 10Hearing this, Jesus was amazed and 
said to those following him, “Truly I tell you, I have not found anyone in Israel with 
so great a faith. 11I tell you that many will come from east and west to share the 
banquet with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. 

12But the sons of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness where 
there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 13Then Jesus told the centurion, 
“Go. As you have believed, let it be done for you.” And his servant was healed 
that very moment.

Jesus said to those following him, who was it that was following him? Sure, 
his disciples were there, but most likely there was a pack of Jews there as well. 
And Jesus tells them something they were sure to get upset about. He tells them 
that Gentiles with faith, like this centurion, will be joining the ancestors of the 
nation of Israel in the kingdom of heaven, while the sons of the 
kingdom…Jews…would be thrown into the outer darkness. To them, this had to 
be unthinkable!

Jesus makes it clear here that salvation…entry into the kingdom…isn’t a 
birthright! Being a Jew by birth doesn’t cement your eternal future, just like being 
the son or daughter of a Christian doesn’t give you a free pass into heaven. Your 
faith in Jesus is what brings you into the kingdom of God.

Then Jesus turns to the centurion and tells him to go home; his servant had 
been healed because of his faith in him. We see this in several of Jesus’ 
interactions with the people that he healed: lepers, the blind, the crippled, the 
woman that touched the hem of his cloak; Jesus tells them… “Go in peace, your 
faith has healed you.”

Not only were they healed, but Jesus forgave them of their sins! The 
Pharisees lost their minds when they saw this… “Who does this guy think he is? 
Only God forgives sins!” But Jesus had the authority, as God, to forgive sins. 
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Something that the religious elite missed, but the common people picked up 
on. Matthew 7:28-29 says: the crowds were astonished at his teaching, because 
he was teaching them like one who had authority, and not like their scribes.

OK, so where are we? Jesus wants your needs to be met, Jesus has the 
authority to make sure that they are met, and…here’s the part I told you I’d get 
to…Jesus has given that authority to you and I.

John’s gospel records Jesus’ words to his disciples where he told them 
repeatedly throughout the course of a single conversation: 

(Jn 14:12-14) 12“Truly I tell you, the one who believes in me will also do the 
works that I do. And he will do even greater works than these, because I am 
going to the Father. 13Whatever you ask in my name, I will do it so that the Father 
may be glorified in the Son. 14If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.

(Jn 15:7-8) 7If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever 
you want and it will be done for you. 8My Father is glorified by this: that you 
produce much fruit and prove to be my disciples.

(Jn 16:23-24) 23Truly I tell you, anything you ask the Father in my name, he 
will give you. 24Until now you have asked for nothing in my name. Ask and you 
will receive, so that your joy may be complete.

Flip over to Mark chapter 11, verse 12. Jesus and the disciples are 
returning to Jerusalem from spending a night in Bethany. 12The next day when 
they went out from Bethany, he was hungry. 13Seeing in the distance a fig tree 
with leaves, he went to find out if there was anything on it. When he came to it, 
he found nothing but leaves; for it was not the season for figs. 14He said to it, 
“May no one ever eat fruit from you again!” And his disciples heard it.

Skip down to verse 20:

20Early in the morning, as they were passing by, they saw the fig tree 
withered from the roots up. 21Then Peter remembered and said to him, “Rabbi, 
look! The fig tree that you cursed has withered.”

22Jesus replied to them, “Have faith in God. 23Truly I tell you, if anyone says 
to this mountain, ‘Be lifted up and thrown into the sea,’ and does not doubt in his 
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heart, but believes that what he says will happen, it will be done for him. 
24Therefore I tell you, everything you pray and ask for — believe that you have 
received it and it will be yours.

Here’s the point I want to make out of this. Jesus’ authority was revealed 
when He spoke. He said to the tree… the disciples heard Him say it… I want you 
to notice how Jesus put His faith into action. He spoke it into action. Then He told 
the disciples to do the same thing. 

Bear with me...I don’t want you to think that I’m chasing rabbits…this is 
going to come full circle. First, He told them to have faith in God. It is God who 
put the plan into motion. Jesus is the head and you are the body. Jesus is seated 
at the right hand of the Father, the church is on the earth. Who do you suppose it 
is who is required to continue the work of Jesus? It’s the church! 

Then He said, “say to this mountain…” He is telling us to do the same thing 
that He did. Did you see that Jesus didn’t spend an exorbitant amount of time 
praying to God, “Oh God, please curse this fig tree…”? He just spoke it because 
He had authority. And He said that’s what we are supposed to do. “I tell you the 
truth, if anyone says to this mountain, ‘Go, throw yourself into the sea,’ and does 
not doubt in his heart but believes that what he says will happen, it will be done 
for him.”

Now, before you get in too big an uproar over this and try to tell me, “We 
can’t do that, only Jesus could speak with authority like that!”, let me point 
something out here. Jesus said to do it. 

Now I don’t think that we need to be out trying to throw mountains into the sea, 
but if it would bring glory to the Father you could do it – 1) if you had faith without 
any doubt, and 2) if you spoke it. So if we aren’t going to speak a mountain into 
the sea what good is this scripture? It’s not about the mountain. It’s about putting 
your faith into action. 

1) Speak – 2) believe what you speak – 3) it will be done for you! Jesus’ 
words in Mark 11:24, Therefore I tell you, everything you pray and ask 
for — believe that you have received it and it will be yours. 
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Let’s get back to Matthew 8 for a few minutes. Remember verse 7, as 
Jesus asks the centurion: “Am I to come and heal him?”

I’m going to stick to the CSB translation of that phrase as a question, and 
that question illustrates Jesus’ intent to respond to the centurion. Which causes 
the centurion to respond in verse 8:  8“Lord,” the centurion replied, “I am not 
worthy to have you come under my roof. And I asked you if you thought if this 
was the exact response that Jesus was looking for…told ya I’d get back to it.

What does that response indicate? Another military value…submission. In 
the military specifically, it indicates the relationship between a soldier and an 
officer. Submission means to willingly subordinate or subject oneself to authority 
and to recognize and honor the authority held by the one placed over them.

And when you do that, the authority that is exercised by the one placed 
over you can be delegated to you and used by you because of your submission 
to it. 

Let me say that again: when you submit to the authority of Christ, that 
authority can be delegated to you and used by you because of your submission 
to it.

If the person over me gives me authority to act in a certain way to 
accomplish the things he wants to accomplish…as long as I operate in that way, I 
can expect to retain his authority, but the second I step out of line with his will…I 
have lost that authority.

So…has God given you the authority to ask for whatever you will so that 
you can go out and cast mountains into the sea? I doubt it. But you know what 
you can do? You can accomplish the purposes of the one that has given you 
authority. 

You can stand with hurting people and sick people and lift them up to God. 
Pray boldly that his will is done in them. You have been given the authority to 
pray boldly for healing of the body…you have authority to speak out for healing of 
the mind and spirit… you have authority to speak out for healing of relationships.

Let me illustrate that. Our Anchorage Black Sheep chapter meets right here 
in this building once a month, and part of that meeting is prayer for each other. 



11

One of our members has struggled for years with cancer. She gets through 
one treatment and another tumor pops up. Her husband came into that meeting a 
couple months ago and announced that yet another spot had shown up in her 
chest. You could just see and hear the discouragement in him.

And we prayed. We asked for what we wanted. Two weeks ago, he 
came back with a report…that when the docs went in to get a closer look so they 
could target that spot for treatment…they couldn’t find it. You can’t tell me we 
haven’t been given authority to ask for the things we need. He knows we need it, 
and he stands ready to make it happen. Believe in God and speak with 
authority… put your faith to work in your own life, and in the lives of the people 
around you.

Let’s pray.


