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8 When Jesus came down from the mountainside, large crowds followed him. 2 A 
man with leprosy came and knelt before him and said, “Lord, if  you are willing, you 
can make me clean.” 
3 Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. “I am willing,” he said. “Be 
clean!” Immediately he was cleansed of  his leprosy. 4 Then Jesus said to him, “See 
that you don’t tell anyone. But go, show yourself  to the priest and offer the gift 
Moses commanded, as a testimony to them.” 
5 When Jesus had entered Capernaum, a centurion came to him, asking for 
help. 6 “Lord,” he said, “my servant lies at home paralyzed, suffering terribly.” 
7 Jesus said to him, “Shall I come and heal him?” 
8 The centurion replied, “Lord, I do not deserve to have you come under my roof. 
But just say the word, and my servant will be healed. 9 For I myself  am a man under 
authority, with soldiers under me. I tell this one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and that one, 
‘Come,’ and he comes. I say to my servant, ‘Do this,’ and he does it.” 
10 When Jesus heard this, he was amazed and said to those following him, “Truly I tell 
you, I have not found anyone in Israel with such great faith. 11 I say to you that many 
will come from the east and the west, and will take their places at the feast with 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of  heaven. 12 But the subjects of  the 
kingdom will be thrown outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and 
gnashing of  teeth.” 
13 Then Jesus said to the centurion, “Go! Let it be done just as you believed it 
would.”And his servant was healed at that moment. 

This sermon series, from now until Labor Day, is about coming to Jesus. As a figure 
of  speech, we use the phrase “come to Jesus” to refer to times when we might have a 
serious realization in our lives, and because it’s such a common phrase, even people 
who might not consider themselves to be followers of  Jesus might use it now and 
then. 

But even though it can be a figure of  speech, it can be very literal, as well.  I have a 
cousin, Daniel, who is not a particularly churchy person, but he has been here on 
Sunday mornings a few times.  Daniel is a person of  prayer and a very caring and 
sensitive person.   

Well, a few years back, a farmer whom Daniel had worked with some passed away, 
and Daniel had a lot of  respect for the way that the farmer did business.  Daniel 
found out on the phone, and just off  the cuff, he asked when the funeral would be, 
and he said, “well, if  there’s an opportunity, I’d like to say a few words.” 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+8%3A1-13&version=NIV


So a few days later, Daniel puts on his suit and takes a shower and heads out to this 
country Baptist church, and by the time he got there it was packed.  Daniel walked in 
and introduced himself  to an usher, and the usher took him right up to the front…to 
a reserved seat.  Daniel thought, “oh, this is nice,” but when he sat down and looked 
at the bulletin, he saw that it had a song and then a couple passages of  Scripture, and 
then it said, “Sermon- Daniel Starnes.” 

So that was Daniel’s literal “come to Jesus” moment.  And it went well.  But beyond 
those kinds of  moments, we have the responsibility of  coming to Jesus every day of  
our lives, for prayer, for strength, for help.  From now until Labor Day weekend, we 
will be looking at a series of  passages from the book of  Matthew in which people 
came to Jesus for various reasons. 

In the passage that Becky just read for us, we have two people in their “come to 
Jesus” moments.  One is a leper, who was the outcast of  the outcast, and the other is 
a Centurion, which meant a commander of  100 foot soldiers (so a very powerful 
person).  In each case, the people were coming to Jesus for help.   

In both cases also, the people didn’t have anyone else to go to.  

In the case of  the leper, he was lucky to even be visible to Jesus.  The man probably 
wasn’t part of  the crowds who were following Jesus.  More likely, he was just living 
out in the wilderness, maybe with some other lepers, and dodging people who came 
by on the road.  Lepers were required to have unkempt hair and disheveled clothes and 
to cry out, “unclean, unclean” as they walked around!  They were required to be 
distinct and obvious, and they were not supposed to hang out in crowds or walk 
around towns. 

So the crowds were following Jesus, and a leper happened to make his way into their 
path.  We hear about Jesus going to people on the margins of  society, but this leper 
was on the margins of  the margins.  He had probably hung out at a great distance 
from the crowds as they had been following Jesus around the countryside, and now 
he had finally worked up the chutzpa to approach Jesus. 

Now, in the process of  following Jesus around the countryside, most of  these people 
would have heard his Sermon on the Mount, which is only a couple of  chapters 
before this in Matthew.  They had heard Jesus say a lot of  profound and challenging 
words, but now they get to see him perform a miracle. 

Even more importantly, they get to see a demonstration of  faith, both in word and in 
deed.  The faith in word is what the leper says: “Lord, if  you are willing, you can 
make me clean.”  That’s actually a 3-part faith statement.  He acknowledges Jesus as 
Lord, he recognizes that Jesus has a will and purpose, and he asserts Jesus’s power. 

The faith in deed is that he came before Jesus in the first place.  There was clearly 
something about Jesus that led him to believe that he would be treated differently 



than if  he had tried to go to the temple or to a priest.  There was some kind of  new 
rule, or new way that God was at work. 

There are a couple of  things to point out here.  First, the leper’s faith statement is 
firm, and his request of  Jesus is pretty modest.  He actually says, “Lord, if  you want 
to…”  He says, “Lord, if  it’s not too much trouble…”  This is a very Presbyterian 
prayer, isn’t it…not too bold, doesn’t want to inconvenience Jesus…but that’s actually 
pretty comforting.  Sometimes people say we have to be bold with our prayers and 
“name it and claim it,” but God still hears us and knows our faith if  we simply 
“suggest it and request it.” 

Second, I think most of  us can speak from experience, but when we’ve experienced a 
miracle, that strengthens our faith more than anything else possibly could.  Jesus had 
just finished the Sermon on the Mount, but even in Jesus’s case, 20 sermons can’t do 
the fraction of  the work of  one miracle when it comes to revealing the power of  
God when God touches our lives. 

And that’s what happened here: Jesus touched the man.  That was another miracle in 
itself, really.  How long do you think it had been since this man had been touched?  
How long had it been since he had had any kind of  physical contact with another 
person?  Since he had become a leper, he had lived a life of  no handshakes, no hugs, 
never a pat on the back.  No fist bumps.  He couldn’t even nudge past other people at 
the marketplace because he was required to stay away.   

We might be surprised if  we really knew how many people in the world around us 
think they are untouchable, unworthy, unknown by God…how many people long to 
be touched by God in some way, but believe they are outside the realm of  God’s 
grace— either too far gone or pushed aside even by the church…untouchable like 
this leper. 

But Jesus touched him.  When a miracle occurs in the New Testament by someone 
touching someone else, the word for “touch” is usually “hapto.”  Its basic meaning is 
to touch, but in Greek it was also the word that was used for setting fire to 
something.    

When we are touched by God, the fire of  our faith is kindled.  Surely we have seen 
that, maybe in someone else in here, and maybe in someone elsewhere in our lives.  
So yeah, for some people, a miracle can kindle a fire that years of  Bible studies and 
sermons might not be able to ignite. 

But at the same time, when a fire is lit, it has to be kept going.  A fire needs fuel.  If  
we have experienced miracles in our lives, then we are usually a lot more open to the 
Word of  God afterward.  So it is insightful that Jesus tells this man to go to the 
priests and show them that he is clean.  Jesus restores the leper to health, and he also 
restores him to the community of  faith, even with all its faults and problems.   



That brings us to the second healing.  In some ways, it is the opposite of  the first 
healing, and in some ways, it is also the same.  Instead of  a leper who was supposed 
to remove himself  from society coming to Jesus for help, it was a Centurion who was 
in charge of  keeping order in society.  In terms of  worldly power and influence, the 
leper and the Centurion were complete opposites, but in terms of  what the religious 
people thought of  them, they were the same: both unclean in their own way. 

While the leper gave a modest insinuation that Jesus could make him clean, the 
Centurion merely stated what the problem was.  You know, when we pray, I wonder 
if  we feel like we have to ask for things in just the right way, or present our prayer 
requests clearly and perfectly for Jesus to hear them?  Right here, it seems, Jesus can 
hear and understand us even if  we simply tell him what’s going on.  We don’t have to 
know and understand everything in order to start praying.  Prayer can be just talking 
to God, because He understands.  

So this Centurion has a servant at home who is sick.  Sometimes this is translated as 
“son” rather than “servant,” but instead of  asking Jesus to come to his home— or 
even sending a messenger to Jesus— this powerful Centurion came out to find Jesus 
himself, and he said he was unworthy to even have Jesus come to his home. 

The early church scholar Augustine said of  this, “Thus by owning himself  unworthy 
for Christ to enter his house, he became worthy for Christ to enter his heart.”   

But the centurion recognized Jesus’s power, because he believed that Jesus could heal 
from a distance.  I love the way the Centurion makes his case, too.  He says, “Look, 
I’m in charge of  100 foot soldiers.  If  I need something done, I can send one of  
them to do it.”  In other words, the Centurion is saying, “Jesus, if  I have the power to 
make things happen from a distance, then surely you have the power to do it.” 
 
Now, he says this, but he himself  came to Jesus.  That’s an amazing show of  belief  
and humility.  Jesus is amazed as well, and says he has never seen faith like this.  The 
Centurion submitted himself  to Jesus…but in reality, he also submitted himself  to his 
own servant.  Instead of  sending a servant on his behalf, the Centurion went on the 
servant’s behalf.  No matter how big or small we are, we can always approach Jesus 
for one another’s sake. 

All around us, we have people who are on the fringes of  faith.  They might not have 
quite the right understanding of  where to place that faith, but they have faith.  Even 
if  they don’t think they have faith in God, they have faith in something…it might be 
science, or nature, or humanity.   

Science is great, but it’s cold and dry.  God has given us the wonderful gift of  being 
able to explore the world and the universe, but science doesn’t account for miracles, 
and it often chokes out hope with statistics.   



Nature is pretty harsh, as well.  There is danger all around us.  If  nature had its way, 
this place would be a pile of  rubble with grass and weeds covering it within a matter 
of  years. 

And it might sound nice to have faith in humanity, but that doesn’t really work in 
practice.  Humanity has done a lot of  bad things…always has, always will.  

Besides, what did faith in humanity look like for the leper?  He had been cast out, 
declared unclean, and forbidden to be among people. 

How about for the centurion’s faith in the world?  He had as much power and 
influence as he could ask for, but he was powerless to help his servant. 

Yet both of  them had faith that Jesus was the one who had the power to heal and 
restore.  This leper had the faith that Jesus could heal him of  something that had no 
cure, and this Centurion placed his faith in Jesus, and not in any of  the pagan gods of  
Rome.  They found healing with the touch and the word of  Jesus.   

If  we have people in our lives whom we might be surprised to hear are praying, or 
asking for prayer requests, or hoping for miracles, then we should recognize that… 

People in the world have faith.  Maybe I just see it because I’m a pastor, but I’m often 
surprised when people come to me and tell me what’s going on in their lives…people 
who definitely aren’t very churchy, but who at least have some kind of  hope…some 
kind of  faith…   

This is my seventh summer here in Danville, and by now you should know that the 
biggest event of  my summer is my annual family pig pickin’ in memory of  my 
grandparents, Jack and Gladys Starnes.  This year’s will be the 12th, and I’ve told you 
a number of  stories before about the pig pickin’ and the people who attend it. 

Then there is another story I have told you, that as the years have gone by, the prayer 
that we say before the pig becomes more and more of  an event unto itself.  We didn’t 
really start doing it until maybe the fifth or sixth year, but after we did it one year, the 
next year, at the start of  the weekend, people began coming up to me and telling me 
their prayer requests.  By the next year, it started to happen so much that somebody 
made a prayer request jar and we would read through it on Saturday before eating.     

Now, the group of  people who attends the pig pickin’ is about the most eclectic 
group of  people you can find.  There are hippies and yuppies, old and young, lawyers 
and glass blowers, corporate accountants and crane operators, people who go to 
church and people who go to Burning Man, lepers and centurions.    

But somehow, in addition to coming together to eat, we come together to pray (and 
thankfully they let me lead it).   



Now, we might not have all of  those kinds of  people in our lives, but we do live in a 
time when people’s faith can be all over the place, no matter who they are and what 
they do.  There are people who may or may not be on the fringes of  society, but they 
are on the fringes of  faith, and sooner or later, they are going to need hope, they are 
going to need prayer, and they might even ask for it.   

How do we interact with these people?  Miracles would help, obviously, but even 
without miracles, we can demonstrate in our lives that Jesus is greater than whatever 
else they might put their faith in.  We can talk about our own hope.  We can be 
transparent about our faith and our prayer lives.  We can mention the miracles we 
have seen, either in our own lives or in the lives of  others.   

If  we have these folks in our lives, then how do they come to Jesus? 

Well, how do we think the leper and the Centurion came to Jesus?  They might have 
heard about Jesus performing some healings here and there, but they were out on the 
fringes of  society.  The centurion would have gotten filtered information about a 
man who was going around healing, and the leper…who knows…he might have 
simply seen a crowd coming. 

But Jesus didn’t go and seek them out.  They had to have heard about Jesus from 
somebody else, and when they heard he was near, or they saw the crowds following 
him, they came to him.  Sure, they had faith, but how did they get that faith?    

Well, they recognized Jesus because of  his followers.  They heard their stories.  They 
saw their hope.  Their fire of  faith was lit long before they ever came face to face 
with Jesus, and it was other believers who had kindled it.   

As followers of  Jesus, we have the ability—the responsibility— to take the faith that 
he has kindled in us and touch others with it, even if  it just means being around and 
being transparent and praying for the right time to share.   

Because sooner or later, even if  people don’t realize it, the world is coming to Jesus 
for help.  He’s the only one who can provide the ultimate help that heals and saves…
the only one who has conquered even death…and if  people are to know him, then 
we have the charge to show him… 

In the name of  the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, amen. 


