
Outsiders?

1 Kings 18:20-21, (22-29), 30-39; Psalm 96; Galatians 1:1-12; Luke 7:1-10

One of the first Bible verses I learned by heart was John 3:16. You know that one: “For God so

loved the church and people who look like me that God gave . . .” 

No, wait, that’s not the way it goes. It’s, “God so loved the world . . .”

Why does it seem that we in the church need to keep learning this lesson? Why do we need to

be forever reminded that we are not the exclusive recipients of God’s love in Christ, that Christ came

to save not only us but all, that the boundaries of God’s kingdom do not end within the confines of

our congregation? 

In Jesus’ first sermon in Luke 4, Jesus reminded the congregation of God’s mercy toward

outsiders in the past—like Elijah and the widow of Zarephath (1 Kgs 17) and Elisha’s healing of

Naaman (2 Kgs 5). And I remind you that the congregation hated him for it. To believe that God’s

love goes beyond the boundaries of the church, beyond the confines of my friends and myself, well,

it’s disarming.

In today’s Gospel a powerful man asks Jesus for help. He’s not just a prominent person, he is

a Roman, Gentile (that is, non-Jewish) army officer, a centurion (in charge of at least a hundred

soldiers): surely one of the most despised people in town. The Romans have their heel upon the

neck of Judea. 

Though this man was prominent and powerful, he has also learned his powerlessness when it

comes to the most important matters in life. His servant, for whom he cares deeply, is ill. Though the

man is a master, he knows that he is no master over his beloved servant’s illness. 

So he sends emissaries to Jesus asking for Jesus to help. Interesting that the man doesn’t

come to Jesus himself. Jesus might have been impressed to have so powerful a man show up at his
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door with a full contingent of impressively dressed guards. The man doesn’t come because he feels

that he is unworthy. 

Amazing! This powerful man doesn’t consider himself worthy to go to Jesus. Even when Jesus

comes to him, the centurion sends out people to say, “Jesus, don’t come to my house. I’m unworthy!

Just say the word and heal my servant; that’s all I ask.”

And Jesus turns to the crowd, those who were tagging along behind him, his closest friends,

and says in amazement, “Even in Israel I haven’t found faith like this.”

And the suffering servant was healed, without Jesus even saying the word, “Be healed!”

Throughout his ministry, Jesus has been calling forth faith: “Believe that God’s kingdom has

come near to you. Trust that my way is the way of God.” And after all Jesus’ teaching, healing, and

preaching, Jesus says that he is amazed at having found more faith in the words of this Gentile, army

officer, outsider than among his own followers.

Amazing.

Imagine how it must have felt that day to be a disciple, one of the inner circle of Jesus. How

did it feel to have sacrificed much, to have left family and friends to hit the road with Jesus, to share

in his trials and tribulations only to be told by amazed Jesus that this despicable Gentile whose

people had caused such suffering and oppression among your people knew more of what Jesus was

about than you? It couldn’t have felt good.

Maybe the church is the only organization that gathers, celebrates itself, bends itself to its own

scriptures only to be thereby constantly reminded that the church exists not for those on the inside

but for those on the outside. The beloved One who has come to us, come for us, who gathers us

here today refuses to rest content with us. We invoke the presence of the Holy Spirit during this time

of worship, but we know enough about the Holy Spirit to know that the Holy Spirit of Jesus will not be
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confined to us and our worship but will flow outward, overflow effusively into the whole world. 

And sometimes—let’s be honest—it’s rather painful to be reminded by Luke, or by the words

and actions of Jesus, that Christ is not content to be Lord of  the church, best friends with us and our

friends. Jesus is amazed not by the perception and obedience of his disciples but by the faith of this

outsider.

There was a church named Antioch whose season for ministry appeared to be ending. Their

membership had dwindled. The few funds they could raise went entirely into their part-time minister’s

meagre salary or to keeping up their historic building. 

The only thing they had for ministry now was their building. So they decided to keep their

building open twenty-four hours a day so that anyone on the outside could come inside and pray.

Some people did come in off the street and pray. About a dozen people spent most nights sleeping in

Antioch’s sanctuary.

But their insurance company decreed that they could not unlock their building. The insurance

company said they had to keep the doors locked when they were not having a service of worship.

They looked for another insurance company; but there were none would allow them to keep

their doors unlocked.

So Antioch church locked their doors . . . and put the key to the front door under a rock.

Painted on the rock was the word KEY.

One of the members explained, “We haven’t had much luck attracting people to our church.

Those who are our members are often sporadic in their attendance. The folks who come in our

church during the week or stay here at night -really want to be in church when those of us who are

members of the church don’t. They’ve shamed us into letting them in the church!”

There are times when Jesus gives us the grace to see faith in the lives and words of outsiders
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greater than the faith of those of us on the inside. The outsider, in the hands of Jesus, becomes our

teacher. We grow in our faith not by sitting around and talking to those on the inside, but we are led

to faith by those on the outside.

A bishop in a sister denomination writes: “I know a church that was notorious for its inner

turmoil and conflict. A succession of pastors had come and gone, each pronouncing, “This crowd is

one of the meanest churches I’ve ever served.”

Today, that church has been born again. It’s now a beacon in the community, an example of

church as it ought to be. What happened?

A new pastor came and got the church to pay for and administer a safe home for women and

their families who were suffering from domestic violence. That ministry, outside the bounds of that

congregation, has transformed the congregation.

I asked one of the lay leaders to explain to me their amazing change. “You see, we were so

focussed on our own aches and pains that we needed to get out and find people who were in greater

pain than us. We needed to have more to do than sit here and worry about ourselves and our church.

We needed to get out with people who weren’t in the church in order to be the church. Those women

and kids have taught us lessons in courage, faith, love, and grit. Understand?”

On the basis of Luke 7, sitting at the feet of a centurion, I think I do.

Now, I admit most of this sermon has been an insider talking to a bunch of insiders. This has

been a time for those of us insiders (and you must really be a faithful insider to be here in church on

this beautiful May Sunday!) to receive revelation from an outsider.

But is there anyone here this morning who can empathize with this outsider? Is there

somebody here who feels slightly out of place? Are you sitting there, knowing that there is something

about Jesus that has attracted you here, but not knowing as much as those who have been here for
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years? Do you feel unworthy to be here with Jesus and his best friends? 

If you are that person, welcome. How we need you! We need your questions, your different

perspective on things. We need your faith, your faith that all Jesus has to do is to speak the word and

your life will be healed. Your presence here is proof to us that Jesus is still busy reclaiming the world.

Today’s Gospel implies that in your healing, we shall also be healed, made into the followers

that Jesus deserves. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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