
Feb. 7, 2021 -- (5th Sunday after Epiphany, Raising the Widow’s Son) 

Sermon Text – Luke 7:1-17 

 

- When [Jesus] was not far from the house, the centurion sent friends to say to him, 

“Lord, do not trouble yourself…But only speak the word, and let my servant be healed… 

As he approached the gate of the town, a man who had died was being carried out. 

He was his mother’s only son, and she was a widow…When the Lord saw her, he had 

compassion for her and said to her, “Do not weep.”  Then he came forward and 

touched the bier, and the bearers stood still.  And he said, “Young man, I say to you, 

rise!”  The dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother. –  

 

 

Worth is a tricky thing.  How do we measure that?  What does it mean?  When we ask 

about a person’s worth, I would certainly hope that we are inquiring about more than 

the size of a person’s bank account or the value of their accumulated possessions.  

Surely worth is more than just that.  Might we mean instead, “How valuable is he or 

she to the family or the community of which they are a part?”  Or might we mean, 

“How morally right is the life that he or she is living?”  Or could it even be the case 

that we want to know, “What kind of a parent of grandparent, husband or wife, son or 

daughter is he or she being?”  All of these things also have worth.  And they just may 

be far more important than any amount of bags of cash or mountains of stuff could 

ever be. 

 

 The issue of worth is first posed in our readings by the Jewish leaders who come 

to Jesus on behalf of the Roman centurion in Capernaum to ask for Jesus’ help in 

healing his slave who is near death with a terrible sickness.  “He is worthy” they tell 

Jesus, “for he loves our people, and it is he who built our synagogue for us.”  If I may 

para-phrase, what they are saying is this: “The centurion is a good guy.  He likes us.  

We like him.  He has been good to us.  You should be good to him.”  So, Jesus goes 

with them.  He has nothing against foreign soldiers who are good guys.  He has a 

valued slave who is ill and needs healing.  Jesus will do it.  But before they are able to 

get to the centurion’s house, other messengers arrive to tell Jesus that the centurion 

does not want to bother him with all this trouble.  They tell him on the centurion’s 

behalf, “I am not worthy to have you come under my roof… [nor even] to come to 

you.  But only say the word, and my servant will be healed.”  I presume that the 

centurion says this because he understands that he is not Jewish like Jesus, nor is he 

an Israelite like Jesus, so there really is no reason for Jesus to do him any favors.  But 

he understands authority.  He is a man who gives orders and they are obeyed.  And 

the people have told him that Jesus has authority over illness.  If he simply gives the 

order, his slave will be healed.   
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 I have always thought that this was one of Jesus’ best healings.  He doesn’t 

even have to be present to make it happen.  There is no getting close to the afflicted 

person.  There is no touching of the unclean.  There is no making of mudpacks or 

mixing of spit to mediate the healing.  This is simple teleportation of power from Jesus’ 

being to the centurion’s slave.  Jesus doesn’t even say and words or make any 

motions.  He simply thinks it and it happens.  It is a healing worthy of Captain Jean-

Luc Picard of the Starship Enterprise.  “Ensign, make it so!”  And it is so.  Of course, the 

focus here is not so much on the healing.  It’s on the interaction of the characters.  

Jesus is amazed by the message from the centurion.  He’s really impressed.  In his 

“Message” interpretation of the passage, Eugene Peterson says that Jesus is “taken 

aback.”  And he has him saying to the people around him, “I’ve yet to come across 

this kind of simple trust anywhere in Israel, the very people who are supposed to 

know about God and how [God] works.”  This is clearly the kind of faith that is worthy 

of a miracle from Jesus.  It “amazes” him, when that is a word that is much more likely 

to describe other peoples’ response to Jesus, than it is to describe Jesus’ response to 

other people.  The centurions’ slave is healed. 

 

 But, before we get carried away, let’s be careful.  It wasn’t the centurion’s faith 

that moved Jesus to heal his slave.  Jesus was going to do that anyway long before 

he knew about the centurion’s great faith.  He is simply surprised by it.  It astounds 

him that such faith is found in someone who is not a Jewish Israelite, but a Roman 

soldier.  And we need to read on.  In the second half of our story, we hear about 

Jesus’ raising of the widow’s son at Nain.  Luke tells us that “when the Lord saw her, he 

had compassion for her and said to her, ‘Do not weep.’” The key here is the nearly 

unpronounceable Greek word that describes Jesus as having compassion.  It means 

that he was moved at the deepest level of his emotions, “down at the bottom of his 

guts.”  Jesus sees, and immediately understands, that this woman has lost everything.  

Her husband is already dead.  Now, her only son has died.  In a world that requires a 

woman to have a man to take care of her, she has no one.  She will likely now be at 

the mercy of anyone who wishes to take advantage of her.  This situation moves 

Jesus greatly.  It saddens him “at the bottom of his heart,” we might say.  He wants to 

do something to change the woman’s circumstance.  He stops the procession.  

Touches the bier of the dead man.  And says to him, “Young man, I say to you, rise!”  

And the young man sits up, begins to speak, and Jesus gives him back to his mother; 

thus, restoring her to her respected position within the society. 

 

 Notice, there is no talk in this story about the woman’s faith.  There isn’t even 

any talk about her or anyone else’s request for her son to be raised from the dead.  

Jesus simply sees the situation and understands the devastation that has come upon 
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this poor woman.  She has a great need for his help and he is willing to give it.  That’s 

all that is necessary to count her as worthy of his attention.  There is no mention of 

who she is or what she believes.  As part of Luke’s narrative, this is simply the next 

step in telling the story of Jesus’ authority over sickness and death.  He has the power 

to say the word and order the centurion’s slave to be healed.  And he has the power 

to say the word and command the widow’s son to rise.  Together, the two stories give 

us a fuller picture of who Jesus is.  He has just been teaching his disciples and all who 

will listen to him about life in the kingdom under God’s rule.  He has been telling them 

about love, and about forgiveness, and about not judging one another, and about 

following the words of his teaching by bearing good fruit.  Now, he heals at a dis-

tance and raises a young man from death.  When John the Baptist hears about it in 

prison, he sends his disciples to ask if Jesus is truly “the one who is to come,” or if they 

should “look for another.”  Jesus answers by telling them, “Go and tell John what you 

have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are 

cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought to 

them.  And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.”  There you have it.  If 

these stories are to teach us anything about worthiness, it is that Jesus is worthy to be 

called the Messiah.  He is the one who has come to bring the good news, just he had 

read from the words of the prophet Isaiah, way back in his first address to the people 

in the synagogue of his home town of Nazareth.   

 

 This leaves us with but one nagging question.  “What about the slaves who 

were not healed, and the widows whose sons were not raised?”  There were, after all, 

other sick people and others who had died for whom Jesus did nothing.  What about 

them?  Were they not worthy?  Those are hard questions for any preacher to have to 

tackle.  All I can say is that Luke is at great pains to summarize Jesus’ ministry from 

time to time by reporting that Jesus was healing those who came to hear him of their 

diseases, casting out demons from those who were troubled by unclean spirits and 

accommodating everyone in the crowd who “were trying to touch him, for power 

came out from him and healed all of them.”  So, we know that Jesus healed many 

people whose stories did not make it into the scriptures.  Raising people from the 

dead is a little more selective.  So far as we know, he only did that three times.  Once 

for the widow’s son.  Another time for a twelve year-old girl, Jairus’ daughter.  And a 

third time for his friend Lazarus.  These raisings made a big impression.  Those stories 

were remembered.  They got repeated and included in the scriptures.  Were there 

others?  We don’t know.  All we do know is that Jesus’ compassion extended to a 

great many people.  All who came to him were being healed by him.  They were all 

worthy of his attention regardless of who they were or where they came from.  Every-

one was included.  His love was for all.   
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 A famous rabbi was once asked, “‘What is the greatest sin a person can com-

mit?’  He answered: ‘To forget that he is a prince (or that she is a princess) -- a child of 

God, the King.’"  In essence, he was saying, “The greatest sin is to forget that you are 

worthy.”  That’s all there is to it.  God’s love is for you.  Jesus’ compassion is for you.  

Christ’s healing and his gift of new life is for you.  It’s all for you.  And you are worthy. 

 

                  Amen. 


