
Jesu Juva 
Epiphany 3               January 23, 2022        Matt 8:1–13 
 
What is this guy thinking?! Those at the first event we heard of in today’s Gospel, and many today would ask that 
question. The man is a leper. You know, the disease that made those infected have to self-quarantine, and for far more 
than two weeks. They had to live alone, away from the healthy, covering their face, and warning anyone who came near 
them that they were unclean. But this guy has the audacity to come into the great crowds that are following Jesus. But he 
doesn’t just expose them, he comes before Jesus, kneels at His feet, and implores His mercy. Doesn’t he know what the 
Law said? Doesn’t he care about those around him, that they could be infected by him? Why couldn’t he have been like 
those ten lepers we heard about this past summer from Luke 17? They at least had the decency to call upon Jesus from a 
distance, as close as the first century could get to “virtual church.” 
 
Yes, there’s plenty that those around at that time, that the CDC, the county health department, and we ourselves could 
find to criticize in this man. But we ought not look down on him, but upon ourselves. This man puts us to shame. He 
exposes our weak faith and our false gods. For all he regards, what is foremost in his mind, is how pure and holy Christ is. 
He shows how of all other things in this world, what is needed is Christ. 
 
He needs the man who does not shrink back, who does not ask him to please follow Moses’ social distance guidelines, but 
who wants to help him, who is indeed willing to make him clean, to give him what he needs. And even as Jesus certainly 
can and does cleanse lepers from a distance, indeed, who later in today’s Gospel heals a paralyzed servant without even 
seeing him, Jesus also is unafraid to touch this man. It is that diseased flesh, the grossness of swollen, inflamed skin, the 
gag-inducing spots, wounds, rashes, scabs, and pus, that Christ has come to make whole. Leprosy, more than any other 
disease, embodied and signified the utter corruption of sin, which, though seen and manifested in outward works, goes far 
more than skin deep. Jesus came to take it all, not just away from us, but upon Himself.  
 
And so the Lord does not hesitate not only to be with, but even to touch this poor man. It is in His touching the 
corruption and disease that it is taken away, that this man is cleansed. It remains the same to this very day. Jesus comes to 
those who are sick, who are dirty, infected, and unclean. He comes to make them clean with His holy touch. To be a 
Christian is to recognize, seek, and receive this holy touch. That is why it is unthinkable that churches should ever close in 
time of disease and death. The one who wants Christians to not hear of the forgiveness of sins and the defeat of death is 
not Jesus, but the devil. It is not Jesus who wants us to be terrified of hearing His Word and receiving the Sacrament, it is 
the devil who wants you to be afraid of these things.  
 
The truth of what Jesus gives, and how He gives it to us also shapes how we see one another, how we regard our fellow 
Christians. Not as vectors of disease, as threats to our personal health and well-being, but as fellow recipients of Christ’s 
healing touch. Those who, like you, need what Jesus has to give. But it is, in fact, far more than that. We heard St. Paul say 
two weeks ago: “we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another” (Rom 12:5). 
We don’t shirk away in fear from Christ. Nor do we shirk from one another, for in Christ we are members one of another. 
 
This is lived out, this reality is demonstrated, in no clearer place than in the chalice of the Holy Communion, where Christ 
bids us drink from the one cup, to have that cleansing fellowship with Him, and that sweet, consoling fellowship with one 
another, a demonstration that we each bear one another’s burdens. For whose who rejoice in the Lord’s goodness, we 
share that joy with you. For those whose hearts break or ache, that too is borne not just by you, but by the family of God 
in Christ here with you.  
 
A seminary professor of mine recalls a trip he took to sub-Saharan Africa, a land that is often ravaged by some of the 
most fearsome diseases. He attended a Divine Service, and unlike here in this country, most Lutheran churches in the 
world offer only the chalice, and this service he attended was no exception. Everyone expected that as a westerner, with 
first world sensitivities about sanitation, he would commune first, so he would not be “dirtied” by germs from all those 
gathered there. He waited to commune until the very end, after everyone else, with whatever illness or disease, had drunk 
from the cup that gives immortality. He wanted to show that though he was from a different part of the world, though he 
knew all about disease and germs, the blood of Jesus which gives life is greater than anything else, that he was not above 
sharing in all that these people bore, that he was truly their brother,. 
 



We see who is all called into this family in the second and larger part of today’s Gospel, when the centurion approaches 
Jesus. We ourselves might not ask what this centurion is doing coming to Jesus, it seems natural to us that people would 
come to Him. But those around Jesus certainly would find it odd at best, downright inappropriate more likely. This man is 
a centurion. He is the public face not only of foreign occupation, but of paganism. It was not like today, where you can 
find Christian believers all over the world. At that time, it was the people of Israel alone who knew the true God. All other 
lands, nations, and peoples worshipped gods of stone, wood, metal, and imagination. They sacrificed animals, goods, 
crops, and even people to appease the gods in order to keep them happy. 
 
Such ideas seem so remote to us, but it shouldn’t. We too live in a pagan age. The prevailing religion is no longer 
Christianity, and many have reverted to paganism. The ancients feared the thunder and lightning, the storms of the seas, 
and so they sacrificed to Zeus and Poseidon. “How silly” we say. Yet modern-day priests, standing beyond question on 
their lofty ziggurats, insist that we must sacrifice so that the skies do not rage, and the seas do not rise. We don’t sacrifice 
to the Canaanite fertility god Baal to ensure a good harvest and prosperous life. But we do want to live comfortable lives 
with the standard we deem ourselves worthy, and so it is assumed that we will limit the number of children we will have, 
even to the point of killing them before they are born. We want to advance in our careers, make more money, have more 
time to ourselves. Our nation, we ourselves, are far more pagan than we think.  
 
The centurion suffers the real fear of the loss of a dear servant. We each have very real fears, from the overall fragility of 
life to how we will make our way through life and care for those whom we love. This man shows us in whom we are to 
trust in midst of those fears. He does not put his trust in false gods that cannot provide for him. He does not fear what 
cannot kill him in body and soul. He does not love what cannot love him back. He fears, loves, and trusts in Jesus. Heh 
trusts Him to the point that he doesn’t even need Him to come to his house, only a word is enough for this man.  
 
Who of us would be able to say in some time of fear or concern, “All I need is one Bible passage, that’s it, just one word 
from God and I know all will be fine”? I have heard many words of counsel from pastors in time of need and fear. Many 
of those have been tremendously comforting and of great help and encouragement. Yet after all those times, I still worry 
and fret. No wonder Jesus marvels at the faith of this man, especially considering he’s a foreigner, has no knowledge of 
the history of Israel and its God. But having heard of Jesus, perhaps heard Him preach the Sermon on the Mount with his 
very own ears, and marveled with the crowds at Jesus’ teaching with such authority, this centurion sets all his idols aside, 
clinging to the authority of Jesus’ word. What Jesus says is good. What Jesus says is enough.  
 
The words of the centurion which confess this – “Lord, I am not worthy to have You come under my roof, but only 
say the word, and my servant will be healed” –are the very words of an ancient prayer of preparation for the Holy 
Communion. The prayer is printed in our bulletin each week. Jesus’ word is, indeed, enough. Yet for His Church, for you, 
He graciously condescends. Even as we confess our utter unworthiness, we come before Him as He Himself bids us, and 
as with the leper He does not shrink back. He is not repulsed by your weakness. He is not disgusted with you for what 
you have done. He does not spurn you for your past trust in false idols. He comes to give the touch that cleanses, that 
forgives, and that strengthens you. That is what He promises to give and to do for you in His Word. Come, and let it be 
done for you as you have believed.   


