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“GRACE TO THE UNWORTHY AND BEREFT”

I. Introduction 

A. People tend to operate on the principle of reciprocity, the principle that 
says that we get what we deserve.  

1. And we are inclined to think that we deserve good things, pleasant 
things, things that make us happy.  

2. This explains the success of that old McDonald’s advertising 
campaign that featured the phrase, “You deserve a break today.”  

3. We hear those words and we think, ‘Hey, that’s right.  I do deserve 
a break today.  I’m going to go buy a Big Mac.’ 

B. The miracles that Jesus performs in the passage that we have just read 
confront and correct the mindset of reciprocity.  

1. In the first scene, we see Jesus extending grace to someone who 
admits that he is not worthy to receive it.  

2. In the second scene, we see Jesus showing grace to someone who 
has absolutely nothing of her own to offer.  

3. As we study this text today, we will see how it teaches us that God 
extends his grace to those whom we would least expect.  

4. He gives grace to people who are unworthy and to people who are 
utterly bereft of everything.  

II. The Centurion and His Dying Servant  

A. Luke begins this chapter by telling us that after preaching his Sermon on 
the Plain, Jesus went to the city of Capernaum, which was located on the 
coast of the Sea of Galilee.  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1. As Jesus entered this city, he was met by a group of Jewish elders 
who implored him to heal the dying servant of a Roman centurion.  

2. You may know that a centurion commanded a group of one 
hundred Roman soldiers.  

3. Centurions were well-paid, receiving about sixteen times the wages 
of ordinary troops.  

4. They had considerable social status.  

5. And while centurions were generally hated as a symbol of Israel’s 
Roman oppressors, this centurion is held in high esteem by the 
Jews in Capernaum.  

6. The elders tell Jesus that this man loves the Jewish nation, so much 
so that he built the synagogue at Capernaum at his own expense.  

7. These details indicate that he was a God-fearer, a Gentile who had 
embraced the Jewish religion but had not yet become a full Jew by 
undergoing circumcision.  

8. Another thing that is commendable about this centurion is that he 
genuinely cares for his servant, or slave.  

9. Slaves were not always treated well in the ancient world.  

10. Some masters regarded their slaves as mere property, though some 
counted them as beloved members of their household.  

11. The latter was clearly the case here.  

B. Now, think for a moment about this Roman centurion’s love for the Jewish 
nation.  

1. What was it that led him to embrace Judaism and worship Israel’s 
God? 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2. The Bible tells us that no one can come to the true God unless God 
draws him to himself.  

3. The centurion’s embrace of Judaism was the work of God.  

4. The Holy Spirit worked through his exposure to Judaism to cause 
him to embrace the worship of the one true God.   

5. God sought this man out and subjected him to himself.   

6. Consider John Calvin’s thoughts on this:  “Before Christ healed his 
servant, he had been healed by the Lord.  This was itself a miracle.  
One who belonged to the military profession, and who had crossed 
the sea with a band of soldiers, for the purpose of accustoming the 
Jews to endure the yoke of Roman tyranny, submits willingly, and 
yields obedience to the God of Israel.”  

7. This Roman soldier has faith in the living God.  

8. And the genuineness of his faith becomes clear as the passage 
unfolds.  

C. The words of the Jewish elders when they speak to Jesus about the 
centurion reveal that their thinking is shaped by the principle of 
reciprocity.  

1. They say, “He is worthy to have you do this for him”.  

2. They think that this man deserves Jesus’s help.  

3. In their minds, the good deeds that he has done for the Jewish 
people have qualified him to receive Jesus’s help.  

4. It is likely that they thought that if they could get Jesus to heal this 
man’s servant, he would do more nice things for them.  

5. Once again, we see the principle of reciprocity at work.  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D. While the Jewish elders thought that this centurion was worthy to receive 
Jesus’s help, the centurion himself did not share their opinion.  

1. When he heard that Jesus was on his way to his house, he sent 
some of his friends out to meet Jesus to dissuade him from coming 
all the way there.  

2. He had his friends tell Jesus, “Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I 
am not worthy to have you come under my roof.”  

3. He considered it a great honor to have Jesus present in one’s home, 
and he did not count himself worthy of such an honor.  

4. Nevertheless, he did not let his sense of unworthiness prevent him 
from asking for Jesus’s help in his time of need.  

5. He believed that Jesus had the power to heal his servant without 
even coming to his house, drawing a parallel with the authority 
that he possessed as a centurion.  

6. When he commanded his troops or servants to do something, they 
carried out his orders.  

7. He is confident that if Jesus commands this sickness to depart from 
his servant, Jesus’s orders will surely be carried out.  

E. Such an expression of faith is surprising to Jesus.  

1. Of course, this means that Jesus was surprised in his human nature.  

2. He marvels at the centurion and tells the crowd that he has not 
come across such faith even in Israel.  

3. This man is a Gentile, yet he has a better understanding of Jesus’s 
authority than the Jews have.  

4. This foreshadows of the coming spread of the gospel to the 
Gentiles.  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5. It also echoes something that took place in the Old Testament.  

6. It recalls how God worked through the prophet Elisha to heal 
Naaman the Syrian of leprosy in 2 Kings 5.  

7. Yet Jesus’s miracle was far greater than the one performed by 
Elisha.  

8. Elisha healed Naaman by using means, instructing him to wash in 
the Jordan seven times.  

9. Jesus, however, heals this servant without even going to see him.  

10. Jesus heals him without even saying anything.  

11. He simply wills it to be, and it happens.  

F. We too, like the centurion, are unworthy to receive Jesus’s help.  

1. No matter how many good things we do, we cannot qualify 
ourselves to receive God’s grace.  

2. We need God to do for us what he did in the life of the centurion.  

3. We need God to humble us, to open our eyes to see our spiritual 
poverty and defilement.  

4. We need God to give us faith to believe that, in spite of our 
unworthiness, Jesus is both willing and able to help us.  

5. Your unworthiness should not keep you from Jesus.  

6. On the contrary, it should drive you to Jesus.  

7. This is true when you first become a Christian, and it remains true 
all throughout your life as a Christian.  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8. Jesus did not come to save those who think that they are worthy of 
being saved.  

9. He came to save unworthy sinners.  

III. The Widow and Her Dead Son 

A. We turn now to the second scene in our passage, the miracle involving a 
widow and her dead son.  

1. The setting for this miracle was the Galilean town of Nain, which 
was about twenty miles southwest of Capernaum.  

2. Luke tells us that as Jesus drew near to the town gate, he was met 
by a funeral procession carrying out the only son of this widowed 
woman.  

3. These details make it clear that this woman has nothing left.  

4. She was already a widow, and now her only son is dead.  

5. In that culture, this would have been an especially heavy blow, 
because a woman’s security depended upon a link with some male 
relative.  

6. This woman is in a very tenuous situation. 

7. She has no resources to support herself.  

8. She may very well have to live out her days in a lonely and 
beggarly existence.  

B. As Jesus looks upon this scene, his heart is moved with compassion for 
this woman.  

1. Notice that she does not ask Jesus to do anything for her.  

2. She is consumed by her grief.  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3. She does not even know that he is there until he addresses her, 
telling her not to weep. 

4. The initiative is entirely with Jesus here. 

5. This is a picture of the free grace that our Lord extends to 
spiritually destitute people.  

6. We do not go looking for him.  

7. When we are occupied with our own concerns, Jesus seeks and 
saves us.  

C. After addressing the widow, Jesus places his hand upon the bier that is 
carrying the dead body.  

1. Under the Mosaic law, contact with a corpse rendered a person 
ceremonially unclean.  

2. Yet as we have seen previously in Luke’s Gospel, there is no danger 
of this with Jesus.  

3. When Jesus touches those who are ceremonially unclean, he is not 
rendered unclean.  

4. On the contrary, his touch causes the unclean to be made clean.  

D. Do not miss what this tells us about our Lord’s compassion for sinners.  

1. Contrary to what we often hear, death is not a natural aspect of 
human existence.  

2. The only reason why death has come into human experience is 
because of our sin.  

3. Death is God’s enemy.  

4. God hates death.  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5. Yet Jesus did not shrink back in disgust when he came face to face 
with death.  

6. He reached out his hand and touched dead bodies and made them 
live again.  

7. More than that, he humbled himself and became obedient to the 
point of death, even death on a cross, in order to secure our 
salvation.  

E. When Jesus touches the bier, he says to the dead man, “Young man, I say 
to you, arise.”  

1. Those were bold words, and the amazing thing is that the young 
man obeyed them.  

2. Being dead could not prevent him from doing what Jesus 
commanded him to do.  

3. Consider what this tells us about the power of Christ’s word.  

4. Jesus spoke that corpse back to life.  

5. This demonstrated his divine authority.  

6. Only God has the power to give life to the dead.  

F. This miracle serves as a picture of what takes place at the new birth.  

1. Apart from Christ we are dead in our sins.  

2. But then God brings us forth by the word of truth. (See Jas. 1:18)  

3. This miracle is also a picture of what will happen on the day of 
Jesus’s return.  

4. When he descends with a cry of command, the dead in Christ will 
be raised, and believers who are still alive will be clothed with 
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immortality.  

5. Bones that long ago turned to dust will be reassembled, re-
enfleshed, and re-enlivened.  

6. Bodies that were previously subject to disease, decline, and death 
will be made incorruptible.  

7. The word of God has that kind of power, the power to defeat death 
itself.  

G. This miracle recalls another of Elisha’s miracles, the raising of the 
Shunammite woman’s son from the dead in 2 Kings 4.  

1. Once again, though, it is clear that Jesus’s power is far greater than 
that of Elisha.  

2. Elisha did not have any power in himself.  

3. He called upon God to raise that boy from the dead.  

4. But Jesus commanded this man to arise, and the man obeyed.  

5. This is why those who witnessed this miracle responded as they 
did.  

6. The fear of God seized them and they glorified God.  

7. They saw Jesus as a prophet along the lines of Elisha.  

8. They thought that God was finally visiting his oppressed people, to 
deliver them from their sad estate.  

9. In thinking these things, they were both right and wrong.  

10. Jesus is indeed a prophet, but he is not just a prophet.  

11. And Jesus certainly did come to deliver his people from oppression, 
but the deliverance he brings is not from someone or something 
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outside of us.  

12. Jesus delivers us from the state of being dead in our trespasses and 
sins.  

IV. Conclusion 

A. This passage makes it clear that grace is not something that can be earned.  

B. God’s grace is a freely given gift.  

C. We are all unworthy of that gift.  

D. We are all utterly helpless to do anything that would contribute to our 
salvation.  

E. Yet in the gospel God invites the unworthy and the destitute to come to 
Christ and receive new life.  

F. As we sing,  
 
He speaks and, list’ning to his voice,  
New life the dead receive; 
The mournful, broken hearts rejoice; 
The humble poor believe. 
 


