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In Matthew chapters 5 to 7, Jesus challenged us in His Sermon on the Mount to demonstrate a lifestyle of love and obedience to His teachings. Now in Matthew 8, we witness a series of amazing miracles that show us a lot about Jesus and following Him. First two men show us faith that astonishes Jesus and made a great difference in their lives and the lives of those around them. Here is the first man.

1When He came down from the mountainside, large crowds followed Him. 2A man with leprosy came and knelt before Him and said, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.”
3Jesus reached out His hand and touched the man. “I am willing,” He said. “Be clean!” Immediately he was cured of his leprosy. 4Then 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.”
If you do not understand the situation at the time of Jesus, this miracle sounds rather unimpressive as a regular healing of one who had a disease. Yet, this was no ordinary miracle. Every miracle from Jesus is extraordinary, but this one ranks as one of my very favorites. First, we need to understand the suffering this man experienced. Matthew tells us the man had leprosy. That does not mean the man had the excruciating suffering of the leprosy we know today as Hansen’s disease. He may have had that or any of a number of other skin diseases that afflicted people then, as they all were lumped together under the name leprosy. He surely suffered physically from his disease, but because it was called leprosy, he suffered in many other ways too. Lepers then, and for many centuries, lived as outcastes from everyone else. They were shunned and rejected in every way possible. They could not get jobs so they suffered in great poverty. They could not live among other healthy people in towns or cities, so they lived in caves or isolated dwellings. They could not visit with families or friends. They could not attend any Jewish services as they were considered spiritually unclean. Wherever they walked, if they came within several feet of anyone else, they had to cry out “Unclean! Unclean!” You can imagine the suffering from such rejection socially, spiritually, economically, emotionally along with the physical pain and discomfort. There were no greater outcastes in Israel than lepers. Today, the closest we can think of this is a person with a full onset case of AIDs. The stigma of their condition made people lose sight of the fact of their humanity.
Yet, in spite of all these great challenges, this man with leprosy came and knelt before Jesus. Think of the courage that took to enter as a leper into a large crowd of people and walk up to the Jesus. Many men must have shouted at him to get away. Many women and children must have run away from him. He did this because he had faith in Jesus. The man demonstrates a very courageous yet humble trust in Jesus. He clearly believes in Jesus as He calls Him Lord. In deference to Jesus, even His enemies called Him Rabbi. Only Jesus followers called Him Lord, a title referring to Jesus as the Master whom they would obey. This man kneels before Jesus, calls Him Lord and asks Jesus for help. Even the way he asks Jesus for help demonstrates a humble faith. He does not demand help from Jesus. He does not impose his will upon Jesus. He does not feel it is his right in some way to be helped by Jesus. He does not feel entitled. He asks respectfully, “If you are willing, you can make me clean.”
We can learn a lot about talking to Jesus in prayer from this man. Faith does not demand help as a right, but asks respectfully. Trust in Jesus as Lord says, “Not my will but yours be done!”  Just because Jesus can do something, that does not mean He will or should do something. We do not “name it and claim it” as some teach. We ask respectively and trust the Lord knows how to best answer our requests. Although Jesus has the power to heal, to intervene on our behalf, to change any bad situation into a good one, that may not be the best thing for us. We trust that Jesus knows what is best for us far more than we know what is best for us. The moment we think we can demand something from Jesus is the moment we stop following Jesus, stop loving and trusting Jesus. He is our Lord and master, not our lackey.

However, this man’s phrase, “If you are willing, you can make me clean.” probably reveals more about this man’s emotional condition. Having contracted this disease, he began to suffer constant rejection from strangers, previous friends, family, priests, everyone around him. He has been told over and over he is an outcaste; unwanted, unloved and unnecessary to society. Many have told him God rejects him too. Some told him God is punishing him with this disease because of some sins and wrongs he had committed. He begins to wonder if God has rejected him too!

This is not so far off as we may think. I talk to people with illnesses today who feel this rejection, because some unthinking, uncaring and biblically illiterate people tell them they suffer as a punishment from God. Some diseases may be consequences of foolish behavior, such as using infected needles or practicing unhealthy sex. Others may catch diseases for no bad behavior of their own, even HIV/AIDs. They may have received a tainted blood transfusion, or been accosted as is the case with many women in Africa today. No one catches diseases as punishment from God. God does not do that nor does He ever reject persons even if a person deserves such rejection. God rejects harmful behavior while calling people to repent of them and return to Him. Yet when you hear such lies over and over again, you wonder if they are true. Have you felt this way about something in your life? Have you felt that God rejected you, was punishing you, and did not care about you? Maybe you are feeling that way right now? This man was not sure if Jesus would want to heal him; if Jesus would accept him as a follower and help him as a human being in need.

Despite these feelings, this man courageously and faithfully kneels before Jesus and requests, “If you are willing, you can make me clean.” Note the strength of his conviction that Jesus can help him. He believes in Jesus’ healing power without doubt. He does not say, “You might be able to…” but says, “You can make me well.” Faith takes a stand. Faith takes action in spite of feelings. Trust rests upon love and the person of Jesus Christ, not upon our emotions, concerns, fears or the rejections, hatred and false claims of others. Trust walks up to Jesus and humbly kneels before Him to ask, “If you are willing, you can make me clean.”
Now comes the part that gives me goose bumps. What will Jesus do? Will Jesus step back from this leper? Will Jesus tell the leper to go away? Will Jesus demonstrate that such a person is hopeless even for God’s love and healing? No way! Jesus does the most remarkable thing. Jesus reaches out his hand and touches the leper! No one touches a leper! That touch could spread the disease. That touch certainly makes any Jewish person unclean too. Yet that touch speaks volumes to us about Jesus and God. Actions speak louder than words. Physical touch conveys personal care. With one touch Jesus overcomes years of suffering and rejection. With one touch Jesus breaks through the barriers created by insensitive humans. With one touch Jesus demonstrates the God who does not reject, but cares and loves. Physical touch conveys personal care. Jesus came into the world to be “God in the Flesh” and have a personal, caring relationship with us. Our ministry in Jesus’ name today is ‘incarnational’ as we touch in care the way Jesus did. When Jesus touched that leper he began a caring ministry His followers carried on through the ages. Only Christians reached out to lepers for centuries, caring for them and witnessing to the Lord’s love for them. This touch led to the founding of many great Christian hospitals and clinics that spread throughout the world today. Mother Teresa based her ministry on touching and caring for the dying of Calcutta. I make it a point to touch people because that connects me with others and lets them know I care on a very deep level. I try to touch sensitively and appropriately; a touch on the shoulder, a handshake or a hug from the side. People crave caring touches.
Jesus did not just touch this man, He also healed him. Jesus affirms His desire to help the man and the man’s faith in trusting in Jesus by healing him. This man’s faith amazes as he dramatically makes a difference for us still. His faith unleashed Jesus’ healing touch; supernaturally full of hope, joy and life, which changes many lives today. This man’s faith is the type of faith we need to practice. To courageously and humbly seek the healing touch of Jesus in every area of our lives together.
The amazing faith parade has not ended. Another man walks up to Jesus. Hear about him in verses 5 to 13. 5When Jesus had entered Capernaum, a centurion came to Him, asking for help. 6“Lord,” he said, “my servant lies at home paralyzed and in terrible suffering.” 

7Jesus said to him, “I will go and heal him.”
8The 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. 9For 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.” 

10When Jesus heard this, He was astonished and said to those following Him, “I tell you the truth, I have not found anyone in Israel with such great faith. 11I 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. 12But the subjects of the kingdom will be thrown outside, into the darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”
13Then Jesus said to the centurion, “Go! It will be done just as you believed it would.” And his servant was healed at that very hour.
Astonishing faith part 2: a Roman Centurion, probably a gentile (meaning non-Jewish) from Syria, walked up to Jesus. As lepers were the most outcaste group to the Jews, the gentiles were next in line. Jews kept to themselves and stayed away from those who were not Jewish. They had as few dealings with them as possible, especially a Jewish Rabbi. This man was no ordinary gentile as He was an officer in the service of the emperor of Rome. Romans oppressed the Jews and were especially hated for this. Roman soldiers conscripted others (meaning forced them) to carry their extra baggage for them. They imposed heavy taxes on them. They made Jews know they were a vassal state to Rome. Yet this Roman officer and non-Jew walked courageously up to Jesus and he too humbly calls Jesus Lord. This in itself astonished many people that day.
Now this is where it gets deeply interesting. The centurion, a leader of at least about 100 soldiers, a man used to ordering others around and getting his own way, also humbly asked Jesus for help. He states clearly and specifically his problem. This is a good way to pray with specific concerns for the Lord. Do not pray generally, such as “I pray for world peace”, but pray specifically “I pray for peace between me and my sister.” The more specific the prayer, the more it shows the Lord we know what we are asking for and understand the power of prayer. Those that pray generally, pray ineffectively. Those that pray specifically trust the Lord with distinct situations and see answered prayers.
Now this encounter goes deeper in surprise, faith and meaning. This centurion leader of many men, used to getting his own way, has not approached Jesus for his own benefit but for his servant’s need. He has come all this way to humbly ask Jesus to heal his servant. Most centurions, or any master for that matter, could get another servant if one fails them. Servants were easy to replace when seen as mere objects to satiate one’s whims. This centurion was not that kind of master, not a man to look at other humans as sub-human. He was a leader who cared for all who served with him and willingly sacrificed for others. This centurion’s soldiers probably gratefully served under his command. His servants did not mind having him as a master. This centurion was a true leader, whom we could use a lot more of today. True leaders care for and serve their servants and followers. We need leaders like that today as bosses, executives, senators and congressmen, governors and presidents. 
Because of this centurion’s faith in Jesus and his love for his servant, Jesus does something astonishing again in return. This man’s faith opens up greater doors for Jesus to show His amazing love and power. Jesus states He will go to the servant to heal him. He will stop everything else He is doing to go care for this exceptional leader’s servant. Jesus willingly will break the boundaries of the Jews who would be unwilling to deal with Gentiles. Jesus willingly shows His ultimate leadership as the One Greater Lord going to serve the lesser. Again, shows Jesus’ willingness to come to us in our need. He came to earth to reach out to us. He came to find such faith as the centurion’s trust. He came to go out to those who would follow Him to bring them healing and abundant life. Just as Jesus demonstrated His willingness to go out to those in need, so His Church reaches out in the same way. We too often say, “Come to us.” when we should be saying, “We will go out as Jesus did to those in need.” This is why many churches have dwindled and become irrelevant today, and why other churches are thriving. The dwindling, dying churches say, “We will wait for people to come to us. We will wait for new generations to find us.” The true churches of Jesus obey His command to go out and seek the lost, those in need, those in the new generations, those who will follow Jesus. “Go out” is the command of Jesus to His Church just as He went out.
COV goes out to those around us in the love of Christ. As the “Heart of the Valley” we go out to seek the lost and help those in need. Here are more opportunities for us all to follow Jesus, share His love and truth and to go out in obedience. On Saturday, October 1st (that makes it easy to remember), we will go out again together to various places in the morning on our “Outreach Saturday.” We will go to parks, nursing homes, police and fire offices, neighborhood streets and more places to share food and clothing, to help clean up, and to do whatever we can to share the love of Jesus Christ. Start planning now. Get together with others in your small groups or form your own outreach groups. We have done this several times before. You know what to do. It is fun. It is so helpful and meaningful. We have had people come to Christ and even become members of this church because of our outreach days. Don’t wait to be invited. Go out! Take the initiative and tell us what you are doing. We can help you get others to join in what you want to do. Get ready for another day to go and reach out to our community in Christ’s name.
Jesus is willing to go to the centurion’s servant in answer to this man’s humble request. Yet, the centurion tells Jesus He does not need to go. As an officer, the centurion understands the chain of command. He tells Jesus in great humbleness and even greater faith, in the greatest surprise of this encounter yet, just to give the command, as he would to his soldiers. 8The 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. 9For 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.”
The response of Jesus says so much. 10When Jesus heard this, He was astonished and said to those following Him, “I tell you the truth, I have not found anyone in Israel with such great faith. It is hard to astonish Jesus. Most people underwhelm Him and make Him sad with their lack of faith. Jesus is amazed by the Centurion’s faith and trust. He singles him out as a man of great faith. He tells everyone that no one in all Israel, where such faith should be found, can equal this non-Jew’s faith. What a remarkable man! Obviously we should seek this man’s faith as a model for our own; to trust our Lord implicitly and unconditionally, without needing to see it directly. Notice this man has faith in Jesus’ Word! All Jesus has to do is say the word and he believed that would heal his servant. Jesus’ Word makes the difference when we trust in it alone, not in our power to bring about the change needed. Jesus tells everyone that this is what separates His true Church from those who just tag along, and separates the true believers from those who won’t be in the kingdom. This is not a reference to the Jewish people here, but one applied to all who follow the Word versus those who are hypocritical by not following it. We heard last week that the wise person builds his life on the Word of God for eternity. This man’s faith demonstrates such eternal building. We don’t trust in our power to make COV a church of Jesus. We trust in Jesus’ Word to bring His Holy Spirit to change everything.
Because this Centurion trusted this way, his faith made a difference immediately. Jesus healed the Centurion’s servant that very moment without going to him – the first long distance healing recorded in the Gospels. The Centurion’s servant is healed because of the Centurion’s faith in Jesus. We don’t know if the servant had any personal faith in Jesus. Jesus did not ask if the servant had faith because it did not matter. Jesus honored the faith of the Centurion. This is the power of intercessory prayer we can use today. We can lift up our friends, family, neighbors and even our enemies to Jesus’ greater power in such trusting and courageous prayer. This faith opens the door for Jesus to act in all these people’s lives. Jesus listens to His followers and wants to use us to the share His love with others.

What does the faith of these 2 amazing people mean to us today? Jesus honors faith. It does not take a lot of faith. Faith like a mustard seed will do. It does take some faith. Faith provides the way we receive the work of Jesus to save us and others around us. Faith opens the door to Jesus’ knock upon our lives. Jesus tells us in Revelation 3:20, “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with Me.” Will you seek to act in this kind of amazing faith that makes a difference in Jesus?
Cover Quote:
“Faith Means Leave It to God” C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity

Salvation is the change from being confident about our own efforts to the state in which we despair of doing anything for ourselves and leave it to God. I know the words “leave it to God” can be misunderstood, but they must stay for the moment. The sense in which a Christian leaves it to God is that he puts all his trust in Christ: trust that Christ will somehow share with him the perfect human obedience which He carried out from His birth to His crucifixion: that Christ will make the man more like Himself and, in a sense, make good his deficiencies. In Christian language, He will share His “sonship” with us, will make us, like Himself, “Sons of God.”

