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Good morning, Beloved. It is a joy to be in God's house and to open His Word together. I want 

you to think for a minute about the time distance between your birth and your grandmother's 

birth. The generational distance between them can often be about 100 years. So if you have 

that in your mind, you think of that distance, and you take a step – that's 100 years. Then I just 

want you to take 19 more of those steps back, and that puts us right into the first century. Are 

you with me? That's how we get 2000 years back. As we go 2000 years back, I want you to 

come with me to listen and to watch. The Bible has been transmitted reliably to us through the 

hands of many dedicated people. We have the words recorded for us from the Gospel of 

Matthew, which gives us a window into watching how Jesus interacts with people. When we 

look and follow what Jesus does in this text, we see that Jesus interacts with a wide range of 

people. Everyone He meets has a story. Everyone He meets has a need, has a question. That’s 

true for all of us. We have a story. You have a story that you’ve brought to this moment today. 

You have a need, whether that's a need you can articulate or whether it's a need that’s just 

below the surface. We all have questions, too, don’t we? Some of them are obvious, and we 

can ask them, but others are just lingering and simmering within us.  

 

We are in the midst of a year-long series at Kenwood, and if you're just joining us, you've made 

it for week 42, just in time. We're looking at Jesus' last words to the disciples. After His 

resurrection, Jesus taught that we were to “go and make disciples of all nations,” that we were 

to “baptize people in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit,” and that we were to “teach 

people to observe all that He has commanded.” We are in the section of Jesus' teaching, looking 

at how Jesus Himself made disciples. In July, we’re going to look at Jesus' interactions with 

people around Him. I want you to listen to this text with me on two levels. I want you to listen 



Page 2 of 10 
 

to it on the level of the person who is coming to Jesus. For some of us, that's where we are this 

morning. You might identify with one character in particular in this passage, and that's 

wonderful. I want us, as we are able, to listen to this passage, though, on a second level. There 

is another audience in this passage, and that audience is the disciples themselves. You may 

already be a follower of Jesus this morning. You may have already decided to follow Him and 

commit yourself to Him in faith.  

 

This passage is the first glimpse we have of Jesus after what's called the Sermon on the Mount. 

The Sermon on the Mount is Jesus' most famous sermon. He gathers the disciples, He teaches 

them from the mountain, and then Jesus begins to live out what He wants to see from disciples. 

So these are the two levels where I want you to listen with me:  

(1) Listen to the people who are coming to Jesus and why, what they're finding, and  

(2) For those of us who have already committed to follow Jesus, Iisten and watch how Jesus 

Himself models making disciples. How does Jesus receive people? As He does this, He's teaching 

you and me what He wants from us.  

I love this text. It’s actually one of my favorite passages in the New Testament. So let's look at it 

together. The text begins with Jesus’ coming down from the mountain. It's this elevated area 

next to the Sea of Galilee. The Sea of Galilee is a massive 

inland lake. Jesus comes down from this natural 

amphitheater where He’s been teaching, and great 

crowds are following Him. In the first scene we find a 

man who is a leper and comes before Jesus. Leprosy in 

antiquity is a generic term that describes any kind of skin 

disease. It's not necessarily what we know today is 

Hansen's disease. Leprosy in antiquity was viewed as a 

visible skin disease. You know that feeling when you're in high school, and all of a sudden you 

wake up and you see your face, and you think, “How could that have happened?” You come up 

with all kinds of solutions, some helpful, some not. Some make it worse. When we see our face 

exploding, or we look at the face of a friend that is exploding, most of us naturally feel a sense 

that we need to back away. Is that contagious?  

 

Visible skin diseases in antiquity and in ancient Israel had a social consequence. The real story 

for this man is that he has lived in social isolation from his community. That's his back story, and 

his need for healing is obvious. His need to be clean brings with it the question to Jesus: “If You 

are willing.” You know, that's a question that many of us have: “Does Jesus will good for me?” 

“Is Jesus willing to act on my behalf?” His back story, his life experience, has him ostracized 

from the community. He has a need, a physical need, and the question within his soul is: “Lord, 



Page 3 of 10 
 

are You willing to help me?” I want to tell you this morning, if you come to Jesus Christ with this 

question, He will answer it. Jesus stretches His hand. He touches the leper and says to him, first 

of all, “I am willing. I am willing to help you.” Isn’t that beautiful? “I will; be clean.” And the 

leprosy was cleansed. Then Jesus says something remarkable. In Matthew 8:4, we read that 

Jesus tells him: 

"See that you say nothing to anyone, but go, show yourself to the priest and offer the gift 

that Moses commanded, for a proof to them." 

The ESV says “for a proof to them.” The Greek text says “for a testimony to them” or “for a 

witness to them.” What Jesus does is instruct the man, who has been ostracized from the 

community, to go to the priests who, according to God's law in Leviticus 13 and 14, are the ones 

who can state openly and publicly, “You are cleansed.” Their statement brings a public 

restoration and restoration into the community. Jesus desires our lives to be restored. He is 

willing to help us.  

 

The second scene has a Roman centurion. The Roman army in the first century was a standing 

army of about 250,000 soldiers. One hundred twenty-five thousand are professionals, and 

125,000 are what were known as auxiliary soldiers. The army was organized by legions. A 

Roman legion (there were about 25 legions in the first century) theoretically had 6000 men, but 

in actual practice, had more like 5000. The Roman legions were commanded by a legate. There 

were six tribunes that were like colonels, but the real heart of the Roman army was the 

centurions. They were the noncommissioned officers who functioned with command and 

control on the battlefield. They were the ones responsible to drill and train and to execute 

operations.  

 

When Jesus came to Capernaum, a centurion came to Him and appealed to Him. In Matthew 

8:6, the centurion says (according the ESV):  

“My servant is lying paralyzed at home.”  

Other translations translate this as “my son,” “my child.” Actually I think that's a better 

translation. The centurion has a child who is ill. Just as the leper is a social outsider to Israel's 

worshiping life, the Roman centurion is an outsider as well. He's a significant outsider, and yet 

he comes to Jesus. As an ethnic outsider in this case, he comes, and he has a back story. We 

don't know the details of his military service. On average, Roman soldiers served for 20 years, 

and then they were decommissioned. It was permissible for only Roman citizens to be in the 

army at this time. Roman soldiers were not allowed to marry, yet many of them kept 

common-law wives that accompanied the camp.  

 

We don't know the full story for this man, but he has come from that story, from being a 
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Roman soldier, a Roman noncommissioned officer, and he's coming to Jesus. He has a question. 

He has a need. His son is sick, and he is asking Jesus to heal him. Part of his back story, as we 

discover in their exchange, is his sense of unworthiness and his hesitancy to approach Jesus. For 

a Roman soldier, a noncommissioned officer, to approach a Jewish teacher brings a certain 

amount of shame for him. Roman soldiers make things happen. Roman military officers make 

things happen. They are in a hierarchical command structure. What do you do? What are you 

going to do when all the means culturally at your disposal have left you with a critical need? 

Where are you going to go? Where will you go when all the resources around you are unable to 

deliver? This man goes to Jesus.  

 

We find a little bit more about this man from a parallel passage in Luke 7. In Luke 7:1-7, we read 

of this centurion, and Luke provides a couple of additional details. Luke tells us that the 

centurion first sent elders from the Jewish community to ask Jesus to come. He didn't ask 

directly. When they came to Jesus, they said: 

"He is worthy to have you do this for him, for he loves our nation, and he is the one who 

built us our synagogue." 

That's interesting, isn’t it? This Roman soldier is drawn to the God of the Bible.  

 

Houses in Capernaum are built with basalt volcanic rock, this black stone. And in Capernaum 

there is a synagogue that is still visible to this day. The 

dominant structure dates from the third century A.D., and it's 

made of limestone, but 

underneath you can see 

the basalt foundation. 

That foundation of 

those black stones is 

the foundation for the synagogue that the centurion in 

our passage paid for. He was moving toward the Lord, 

and the Jewish elder said he's worthy because he loves our nation. No, he didn't come himself. 

When Jesus was not far from the house, the centurion sent friends, saying in Luke 7:6: 

"Lord, do not trouble Yourself.” 

He was hesitant to come. He was drawn to Jesus, and when he comes to Jesus, he says, finally, 

in Luke 7:6-7: 

“I am not worthy to have you come under my roof. Therefore I did not presume to come 

to you. But say the word, and let my servant be healed.” 

The Roman centurion lives in a hierarchy of command structure: the centurion, with the 
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tribunes above him, the legate above him, the governor above him, the Senate above him, and 

the emperor at the top. This soldier recognizes in Jesus His authority. Do you recognize that? He 

says to Jesus in Luke 7:9: 

“I too am a man 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 servant, 'Do this,' and he does it." 

It's like a parent's dream scenario. I love that movie “The Pacifier.” It's a funny movie. My 

favorite line in the movie is when he says, “Let's review the chain of command. I give the 

command, and you do it—end of chain.” That's it. And this soldier knows this. He's drawn to 

Jesus. He recognizes Jesus' authority, and he comes to Him for help. When Jesus hears this, He 

marvels and says in Matthew 8:10: 

"Truly, I tell you, with no one in Israel have I found such faith.” 

This soldier trusts Jesus, and even though he's a cultural outsider, Jesus does something 

remarkable. For those of us who have already committed to following Jesus, it’s really 

important for us to watch what Jesus does here. Jesus takes, not just the leper who is an 

outsider to Israel's worship, and brings him in; He also takes someone who is a cultural outsider 

and gives him the inheritance. Jesus says in Matthew 8:11:  

“Many will come from East and West and recline at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob 

in the kingdom of heaven.” 

Many will come from the East and the West, and they won’t just sit down at the table. They will 

recline at the table, and that's the imagery of feasting, of a banquet. The triclinium is the image 

of a first century feast. When you're going to feast, you eat in the lying down position, which is 

fantastic, although it might seem awkward. It's really wonderful, because you're eating with 

leisure and time and freedom and conversation.  

 

Jesus confers on this Roman soldier the social identity of a full member of the community, 

openly and publicly. Jesus says to the hearers that this outsider has come in, and in Matthew 

8:12 He warns:  

“Sons of the kingdom will be thrown into outer darkness” … and “there will be weeping 

and gnashing of teeth.”  

That's a warning line. There is a way in which we can presume to be 

inside and end up actually outside, and we need to pay close attention 

to that. Jesus’ teaching functions in this way. It’s what sociologists 

describe as a centered set. A bounded set is something we are all 

familiar with. The bounded set works like this. It's a circle. You draw the 

circle, and those on the inside of the circle are in, while those on the outside of the circle are 
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out. You defend the perimeter. That's where your thoughts are. You check with people: Are you 

in, or are you out? You assess that by the perimeter. Christians sometimes get lured into this 

bounded set thinking: What Bible translation do you use? Are you for women in ministry? Are 

you Baptist? Are you Presbyterian? You know, there are 60,000 Christian denominations. That's 

a lot. Most of those are driven by language and culture and church history. Very few of those 

have really hard doctrinal lines, but sometimes we get into that trap and think that’s the 

boundary.  

 

That’s not how Jesus operates. Jesus models for us a centered set. A centered set is when you 

have a dynamic center, and the community is defined by proximity to the center. Jesus in this 

passage is saying, “I'm at the center, and this man is coming from 

East and West, and he is sitting down at the table with Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob.” That means in church life, Brothers and Sisters, 

sometimes we can seem like we’re on a head-on collision with 

each other, but we’re not. We’re just moving closer to the center. 

May Kenwood always be a church that is living and doing ministry 

in this centered-set mentality. Let's hold the center. It’s Jesus 

Christ, and everyone is welcome to take a step closer to the 

center and let Him bring us into Christ-like conformity over time. And Jesus says to the 

centurion in Matthew 8:13: 

"Go; let it be done for you as you have believed."  

And his son is healed that very moment. It’s the centurion’s back story, his need, his question: 

Will I be received, accepted? Will Jesus have time for me? And Jesus answers him. 

 

The third scene is Peter’s mother-in-law. It occurs in Peter's house, just a few steps away from 

the synagogue at 

Capernaum. It's a great 

archaeological 

discovery that Peter's 

house is known to us. 

There is ancient graffiti 

on the walls of Peter's 

house, which later 

became a house church and a gathering place for Christians. Jesus came into Peter's house and 

saw his mother-in-law, sick with a fever. We know from this passage and from 1 Corinthians 9 

that Peter was married, although often we don't think of him as married for some reason. Jesus 

saw Peter's mother-in-law, and she was sick. Jesus comes in and touches her and heals her.  
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The story of Jesus' ability to meet our needs and to heal us circulates broadly, and that evening, 

in the fourth scene, many oppressed people are brought to Jesus. Sometimes you know that 

you need Jesus, and you go to Jesus. But, sometimes you need Jesus, and someone else brings 

you to Him. Isn’t that beautiful? Sometimes we go to Jesus; we seek Him out. And sometimes 

we’re in a situation; we have a back story; we have a need; we have a question: Who will help 

me? Sometimes we have a question: How in the world will I get to Jesus? That's where the body 

of Christ, the church, is at its best. We’re at our best, really, when we bring people to Jesus, 

bring people into proximity to Him. Jesus heals the people who are brought to Him. He heals 

those who are sick, and He drives out demonic power that oppresses and afflicts people. We 

started with the leper, then the centurion, then the mother-in-law, and then the unnamed 

crowds who are brought to Jesus.  

 

The fifth scene in our text is when Jesus crosses over to the other side of the Lake of Galilee, 

and a scribe comes up to Him. Scribes are, as Dale Bruner says, the Bible scholars of the first 

century, or the small group leaders. These are the people who go to adult Sunday school, and 

they know the Bible. They go to church regularly. In Matthew 8:19, we read that the scribe 

comes up to Jesus, and he announces publicly: 

“Teacher, I will follow You wherever You go.” 

“What time is church? I'll be there.” This man has a back story, doesn’t he? He has a back story 

of religious observance. He has a back story of studying the Scripture. He has a need, though, 

doesn’t he? He has a need for significance. He has a need to be with the right group. He has a 

question, too. It’s implied in his statement. The question is: “What will it be like if I really follow 

You?” Sometimes, when we come to Jesus, we overestimate our commitment. We also 

underestimate what's involved. The scribe comes with this bold announcement, and Jesus 

understands his story, meets his need, and answers his question, too. In Matthew 8:20, we read 

that the way that Jesus does it is to say: 

"Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay 

His head." 

That's His answer. Jesus reminds the scribe, the enthusiast, that following Jesus is not 

something we pursue with self-interest, that following Jesus means that we follow Jesus on His 

terms, not ours, that following Jesus means that we should never overestimate our 

commitment, but that we must count the cost. Jesus says that “the Son of Man has nowhere to 

lay His head.” His ministry is carried out in dependence on the Father. It's really an astonishing 

thing that the Son of God, the incarnate Son of God, lives this world as a traveling itinerant 

preacher. Jesus' inheritance is yet to come.  

The sixth scene reveals another would-be disciple. Another of the disciples meets Jesus on the 
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other side of the Sea of Galilee. In Matthew 8:21, we read that he says: 

"Lord, let me first go and bury my father."  

He has a back story. He's already made some level of commitment. He's identified as a disciple. 

He even addresses Jesus as “Lord.” But his story, his need, his question is a question about what 

the greatest priority is. His question is implied with a request to Jesus: “I want to follow you, 

but let me first do something else.” This is a warning to us not to overestimate our 

commitment. But then this disciple shows us not to delay. Jesus answers him in a way that 

strikes us, on initial hearing, as somewhat harsh, doesn't it? In Matthew 8:22, Jesus says: 

"Follow Me, and leave the dead to bury their own dead." 

We think, “Wow.” And I bet that disciple thought the same thing: “Wow.” What's the real 

nature of the request? Probably, the specific request that he is making is related to the practice 

of burial in the first century. When people are buried in a tomb, just as Jesus would be buried in 

a tomb, a stone is rolled away, and bodies are laid on sloped benches. Then, usually a year 

later, people would come, and they would unroll the stone. The body would have decomposed, 

and there would be just bones left. The bones would be gathered together and placed in an 

ossuary. This is the biblical idiom “to be gathered to your fathers.” So I think what this disciple is 

really saying to Jesus is: “I'm interested, but give me a year.” I think what he’s really asking 

Jesus is: “I see you; I see what you're doing, but maybe I'll fully commit next year.” You see, 

Beloved, that won't do. Jesus sees through his question. The father has already died. Others can 

fulfill this familiar obligation. We cannot come to Jesus and see Him and imagine that the 

decision to follow Him is something we can make later.  

 

Beloved, what do we see in disciple-making in this beautiful passage? We see Jesus interacting 

with a lot of different people. We see Jesus touching the leper, welcoming the centurion, taking 

the fever from Peter's mother-in-law, driving out demonic forces. We see Jesus receiving 

people in need. We see Jesus crossing cultural, social, spiritual barriers. We see Jesus asking us 

to follow Him with no reservations. Jesus must be first in our lives because He's the one that 

provides a solution to our needs.  

 

The last scene, or window, into our passage, into Jesus' interaction with others, is the voice of 

Matthew himself. The voice of Matthew, the gospel writer, emerges in Matthew 8:16 and 17, 

just a few verses up. After recording that Jesus healed those who were sick and oppressed by 

demons, Matthew the Gospel writer speaks. Matthew says this: 

“This was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah: ‘He took our illnesses and bore 

our diseases.’" 

Matthew has a back story. He's trained in the Scriptures. He has a need to know if these 
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Scriptures have come true. He has a question, and that question is: What is the meaning of 

what Jesus is doing? The meaning of what we see Jesus doing, Matthew interprets for us in the 

words of that great Old Testament chapter Isaiah 53. This actually is the only explicit citation of 

Isaiah 53 in the New Testament. Matthew tells us that what was happening in all these 

interactions is that Jesus was taking our sin, our sorrow, our sickness, and attracting it to 

Himself, that Jesus can rightly ask us to follow Him because He is the one who has the solution 

for our need. Matthew sees in Jesus' interaction with others that Jesus takes our sin. Jesus 

takes our shame, and He accretes it, if you will, to Himself. I think the disciples would have been 

astonished to see Jesus touch the leper. You see, if you touch the leper in antiquity, you 

become unclean. But that does not happen to Jesus. When the Roman centurion takes the 

shame from his community and comes to seek help from the Jewish rabbi, Jesus takes the 

shame from His community of welcoming this man, and He takes it onto Himself. When Jesus 

touches Peter's mother-in-law, the fever leaves her. Where did it go? For Matthew, it's like it 

just left her and came onto Jesus.  

 

As Matthew and the other disciples see Jesus in His ministry with others, they see the Servant 

of the Lord. In Isaiah 53:6, we read that Isaiah says: 

“All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—every one—to his own way; and 

the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all.” 

Beloved, we are called to emulate Jesus in this way. We are called to offer Jesus as the solution, 

as the one who completes the story, meets the need, and answers the question. We don't have 

the resources in ourselves to do that. But if we point people to Jesus, they will find that. That's 

why Jesus, in this passage, and according to Matthew, points forward to the coming day. Jesus, 

according to Matthew, is carrying the sin of the world, and Matthew himself will be there years 

later, when Jesus gathers with the disciples in the upper room. He takes bread, and He breaks it 

in their presence. He says, “This is My body, given for you. Do this in remembrance of Me.” He 

takes the cup and says, “This cup is the new covenant in My blood, which is poured out for you. 

Do this in remembrance of Me.”  

 

This is not the table of Kenwood Baptist Church. It’s the table of the Lord Jesus Christ. This 

morning, I want to invite you, whatever your story, to find the completion of that story in Jesus 

Christ. I invite you, whatever your need, to come to Jesus Christ. Maybe you're here this 

morning of your own volition, or maybe you're here because someone brought you. Whatever 

your question, let Jesus answer that question. Whatever comes to your mind to think, “I don't 

have a place; my sin is too great,” Jesus offers full forgiveness, full reconciliation, full 

restoration. Sometimes we lose track of our story, don't we? We wonder where it's going. This 

morning, your story will make sense if it's connected to this story. In Matthew 8 we see Jesus 
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moving toward people, and I want you to know this morning that you will be received if you 

come to Him. So, I invite you, as an act of faith, to say, “Jesus, complete my story, answer my 

need, answer my question.” Let His broken body, His shed blood, fill you and make you whole. 

 

Amen. 


