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This Lent our sermon series is called “Faces at the Cross.” Lent is 
a church season of reflection, repentance, and renewal, so in this 
series we are plumbing the lives of people with Christ at the cross 
to learn lessons their lives teach us. Today, the face at the cross is 
that of the centurion. Let us pray. 

What was a “centurion”? 

To answer that question, let’s review a little “Ancient Roman 
History 101.” A centurion was an officer in the Roman army. He 
commanded a “century” or one hundred men (though some 
scholars argue that it was actually eighty men). He would’ve been 
a Gentile (but not necessarily a Roman citizen). A centurion was 
roughly equivalent to a captain in the U.S. Army, and a century 
was approximately equal to a company. 

According to a writer of the day, centurions were chosen for their 
size and strength, their military prowess (e.g., their abilities at 
swordplay), and their discipline, which was partly judged by how 
well their soldiers kept their armor polished. Centurions also 
performed other duties, such as supervising crucifixions and other 
capital punishments. That’s why the centurion is at the crucifixion 
of Jesus in today’s text. 

In Matthew’s Gospel, we meet another centurion. He begs Jesus 
to heal his servant. Jesus offers to go to the centurion’s house to 
do that, but the centurion tells Jesus that he’s not worthy to have 
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Jesus “under his roof” and that Jesus only needs to give the order 
and his servant will be healed. Amazed at the centurion’s faith, 
Jesus praises his piety and heals the servant. (There’s a similar 
story in Luke. We also meet the centurion Cornelius in Acts.) 

Like that centurion in the Gospel of Matthew, the centurion in 
today’s passage is presented in a very positive light. In fact, the 
centurion in this story is the first person in Mark to confess that 
Jesus is the “God’s Son.” The opening verse of Mark announces 
that Jesus is the “Son of God.” But no one—not even his own 
disciples—ever confesses that truth…until this Roman army 
officer, this Gentile does. And he confess that truth at the cross. 

Why does the centurion confess that Jesus is God’s Son? Verse 39 
seems to provide an answer: “when he saw the way Jesus breathed 
his last.” But what does that mean? What exactly did the 
centurion see? How did “the way Jesus breathed his last” lead him 
to such a profound confession of faith? We don’t know. There’s no 
cut and dried answer to that question. 

But the centurion saw something. God (must have) opened his 
eyes to see that this Jesus wasn’t just a rabble-rouser, another 
failed revolutionary figure; that he wasn’t only a master teacher; 
that he wasn’t only an amazing miracle worker; that he wasn’t 
only a prophet par excellence; that he wasn’t only the “King of the 
Jews.” 

God opened the centurion’s eyes to see that this Jesus was the 
very Son of God; that on the cross Jesus gave his life for him and 
everyone. 

Listen to this story of someone like that centurion, someone 
whose eyes were opened to the truth that Jesus is God’s Son. In 
one of his books, this person writes: “I was taught the usual things 
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and was made to say my prayers, and in due time I was taken to 
church. I naturally accepted what I was told, but I cannot 
remember feeling much interest in it.” 

Right before this person’s tenth birthday, his mother died of 
cancer. He had prayed for her to live. Yet, despite his prayers, she 
died. As a result, for many years, he did not believe in God. He 
eventually became a professor at a prestigious university and an 
unapologetic atheist. But in 1925 he writes: “Then I read G.K. 
Chesterton’s Everlasting Man, and for the first time I saw the 
whole Christian outline of history set out in a form that seemed to 
me to make sense.” 

A few years later, he relates these experiences: “You must picture 
me alone in my room…night after night…and whenever my mind 
lifted even for a second from my work, I felt the steady, 
unrelenting approach of the God whom I so earnestly desired not 
to meet. That which I greatly feared had at last come upon me…
and in 1929, I gave in and admitted that God was God, and I knelt 
down and prayed. That night, I was perhaps the most dejected 
and reluctant convert. I did not then see what is now the most 
obvious thing: the Divine humility that will accept a convert even 
on such terms. The Prodigal Son at least walked home on his own 
feet. But who can truly adore the Love which will open the high 
gates to a prodigal who is brought in kicking, struggling, resentful, 
and darting his eyes in every direction for a chance of escape?” 

This experience was only this man’s conversion to theism, to 
belief in God, not to Christianity, not to belief in Jesus as God’s 
Son. But he started attending church on Sundays and chapel at 
the university on weekdays. He also started asking more questions 
about the Christian faith. 
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Then, one evening in September of 1931, he had a long 
conversation with two professor friends who were Christians. The 
next day, he recalls: “I was driven to the zoo. When we set out, I 
did not believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, and when we 
reached the zoo, I did. Yet, I had not exactly spent the journey in 
thought. Nor in great emotion. It was more like when a man, after 
a long sleep, still lying motionless in bed, becomes aware that he 
is now awake.” 

The person who woke to the truth that Jesus is God’s Son was 
Clive Staples Lewis, better known as the Christian author and 
apologist C.S. Lewis. 

How about us? When did God open our eyes to see that Jesus is 
God’s Son? 

I remember when God opened my eyes to that truth. 

As a child, my parents made me go to church—to Sunday school 
and to worship—but only every now and then. I didn’t go to 
church regularly until I was a sophomore in high school and only 
because I liked the new youth director. So I went to youth group 
on Sunday nights with friends, I went on ski trips, and I played on 
the church’s basketball team. I believed in God, and at that time I 
would’ve said that, yes, Jesus was his Son. But I didn’t know what 
that meant. 

When I went to college, any seeds of faith planted in me didn’t get 
watered very much. I only darkened the door of a church a few 
times. I rarely opened my Bible. I still believed in God and Jesus, 
but I didn’t want God or Jesus intruding too much on my good 
times in college! I definitely put my faith on the back burner. 
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After graduating from college and a year of working in 
Washington, D.C., I was suddenly hit by an avalanche of 
theological and philosophical questions—questions about God, 
the Christian faith, what I believed, what matters in life, and what 
I should do with my life. While I didn’t read the Bible, I did read 
books about Christianity, such as Mere Christianity by C.S. Lewis, 
Kingdoms in Conflict by Charles Colson, The City of God by St. 
Augustine, and St. Augustine’s Confessions. 

I also started going back to church. Worship and those books 
helped answer some of my questions, even as they raised more 
questions. Because I was led to address those questions, I packed 
my little Toyota Tercel and headed to seminary. At the end of my 
second year, I took a class on the atonement, and God opened my 
eyes to the truth that Jesus is the Son of God, that he is God as a 
human being. It wasn’t dramatic. There were no signs and 
wonders. But I remember that I was inspired to preach a sermon 
with the title: “Jesus Christ is God.” 

How about you? When did God open your eyes to see that Jesus is 
God’s Son? 

Let us pray: God our Father, to echo the words of the centurion: 
Truly Jesus is your Son. He is you as one of us. Like the centurion, 
may we see that truth in his death on the cross for us. Especially 
in this holy season of Lent, may we believe (in the words of 
Scripture) that he bore our sins in his body on the cross. Because 
he did that, sin and death do not have the last word. Amen.


