
5th SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY
Luke 7:1-17

When we left off last week, Jesus had chosen Twelve Apostles to send out

to spread the Good News of God’s salvation. A few weeks back, we heard

Jesus first announce this Good News in his hometown, using the words of

Isaiah. It would be good news to the poor and release to the prisoners and

oppressed.

Jesus has now begun to gather and train not just his apostles, but a

community built on the Good News of God’s salvation. This week we find

Jesus back in Capernaum — a coastal city by the Sea of Galilee, the base

of operation for Jesus’ ministry in Galilee, after he left his hometown of

Nazareth. Arriving in his hometown where he upset the hometown folk (who 

tried to throw him off a cliff), they demanded: Do here in your hometown what

we’ve heard you did in Capernaum. This didn’t happen, he couldn’t perform

any miracles. Instead, he reminded them of how God brought a Syrian

general to the prophet Elisha to be cleansed of leprosy; and how God had

sent Elijah to a widow in another land. 

Today, we see Jesus retracing the footsteps of Elijah and Elisha. He is

bringing the Good News of God’s salvation to unlikely folks, just as he had

told his neighbours in Nazareth. Jesus told the folks back home in Nazareth:

“There were … many persons with skin diseases in Israel during the time of

the prophet Elisha, but none of them were cleansed. Instead, Naaman the

Syrian - not an Israelite -  was cleansed.” Like Rome in Jesus’ day, the

Syrians were enemies of Israel, an invading army, occupying the land,

oppressing the people. The story of Naaman the leper’s healing is a story

about God sending his salvation across enemy lines, across ethnic and

religious lines.

So it shouldn’t surprise us that Luke seems to have patterned the story of
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Jesus healing the Roman centurion’s servant after Elisha healing the Syrian

general, Naaman. What are the similarities between the two stories?

Naaman was a Syrian general. So he was an officer of a nation that had

invaded and was occupying Israel. Today’s story  begins with a Roman

centurion — an officer of the enemy nation that was occupying Israel.

We are also told that Naaman was a great man and highly regarded. Our

Roman centurion was also highly regarded, even by the local Jewish

population, even though he was a Gentile representing the nation who is

oppressing them.

Naaman was a great and highly regarded warrior, but he had a disease he

couldn’t defeat: leprosy. It would surely kill him. The centurion’s favourite

servant also had a disease that was killing him.

A Jewish servant girl interceded for healing on Naaman’s behalf: “I wish that

my master could come before the prophet who lives in Samaria. He would

cure him of his skin disease.” So Naaman told his king about the Jewish

prophet, Elisha, and the king sent a letter to the king of Israel, which led to

Elisha agreeing to heal the Syrian officer, Naaman. Today, we have some

Jewish elders earnestly pleading with Jesus to heal the centurion’s servant.

“He deserves to have you do this for him,” they said. “He loves our people

and he built our synagogue for us.” So in both cases, Jewish people - the

servant girl and the Jewish elders - intercede for healing on behalf of an

enemy military officer, a gentile.

Naaman didn’t meet Elisha before being healed, nor did our centurion meet

Jesus. In Naaman’s case, Elisha sent his servant out to meet Naaman before

he got to the prophet’s house. In today’s story, the centurion sent his friends

to the Jewish prophet Jesus before Jesus got to his house. The centurion
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was willing to reach out to the rabbi on behalf of his servant. He cares

enough about this person to seek Jesus’ help. The centurion has heard

about and knows the power of the teacher and healer. He also respects

Jesus enough to send another delegation to tell Jesus that he does not have

to come to the house. 

Jesus, a rabbi, would be rendered unclean if he were to go into the home of

a Gentile. The centurion was showing respect for the Jewish rituals. The

message he had them pass on to Jesus was: I don’t deserve to have you

come under my roof. In fact, I didn’t even consider myself worthy to come to

you. Just say the word and my servant will be healed.

The Jewish elders insist the centurion deserves to have Jesus do this for

him, because he loves the Jewish people and built them a synagogue. But

the centurion insists that he doesn’t deserve a visit from Jesus. He

understands that Jesus healing his servant isn’t based on what he’s done for

the Jewish people. It all comes down to Jesus’ mercy meeting his need. Luke

says Jesus was impressed with the centurion. He turned to the crowd

following him and said, “I tell you, even in Israel, I haven’t found faith like

this.” 

This Roman officer gets the Good News of God’s salvation, even though he’s

never heard Jesus preach and may only have a basic grasp of the Jewish

scriptures. But the Jewish elders don’t get it. Only because the centurion

loves them do they decide to ask Jesus to heal his favourite servant. But

Jesus has just told his followers: If you love those who love you, why should

you be commended? Even sinners love those who love them. 

The Jewish elders think the centurion deserves Jesus’ attention because he

built them a synagogue. But Jesus has just finished teaching his followers to

do good … expecting nothing in return. The centurion was the one in this
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story who loved those considered enemies. He gave them a synagogue, and

doesn’t seem to have asked for anything in return. He was already following

Jesus and didn’t even know it!

Naaman’s healing took place at a distance. He was healed when he dipped

seven times in the Jordan River, at the Jewish prophet Elisha’s word. The

centurion’s servant was also healed from a distance, at the word of the

Jewish prophet Jesus.

Just like Elisha healing the Syrian general Naaman, Jesus healing the

Roman centurion’s servant is a story about God’s salvation reaching across

enemy lines, cultural lines, and religious lines. Near the beginning of Luke’s

Gospel, John the Baptist’s father Zechariah sang of how God has brought

salvation from our enemies. But Jesus did something better: he brought

salvation to their enemies. Something that gets lost in translation is the word 

 “heal.” The centurion wanted Jesus to come and heal his servant. But the

word for healing is also the word used for salvation. 

Luke uses the same word in Acts when Paul was on a ship full of prisoners

that ran aground. Luke says the centurion in charge of the ship wanted to

save Paul - the same word Luke used for Jesus healing the centurion’s

servant. Jesus was doing more than just loving his enemies when he healed

the servant. He was bringing the Good News of God’s salvation right into the

enemy’s house!

This story is also important because it foreshadows Acts, when the Apostle

Peter brings the Good News of God’s salvation to the house of another

Roman centurion, Cornelius. As Cornelius and his household are baptized

and added to the church, God begins in earnest to tear down the divisions

between Jews and Gentiles. Peter acknowledges this by saying: I really am

learning that God doesn’t show partiality to one group of people over

Page 4 of  8



another. The story of Jesus healing the centurion’s servant would also be

treasured by the Gentiles who came to Christ after Cornelius, because, just

like the centurion, they never met Jesus in the flesh. But they could know

that, through their faith and Christ’s faithfulness, salvation had come to their

house, just like it had for that centurion.

Upon leaving Capernaum, Jesus heads to a new town –  Nain, a village not

far from his hometown of Nazareth. Luke also wants us to know Jesus’

following is growing. His disciples and a great crowd travelled with him.

Back in Nazareth, Jesus told his neighbours: there were many widows in

Israel during Elijah’s time, when it didn’t rain for three and a half years and

there was a great food shortage in the land. Yet Elijah was sent to none of

them but only to a widow in the city of Zarephath in the region of Sidon - a

story we heard back in the fall. We have watched Jesus walking in the way

of Elisha — reaching across enemy lines with the Good News of God’s

salvation. Now it’s time for Jesus to walk in the way of Elijah.

We’ve seen how Luke told the story of Jesus healing the Roman centurion’s

servant as a sort of re-telling of Elisha healing the Syrian general Naaman.

Now, Luke wants us to hear echoes of God sending the prophet Elijah to the

widow. Elijah arrives at the town gate of Zarephath. Jesus is approaching the

city gate of Nain.  Elijah’s widow was the matriarch of the household, and she

had only one son. As Jesus came into the city, a dead man was being

carried out. He was his mother’s only son, and she was a widow. The

widow’s only son became sick and died. Elijah brought the boy back to life,

and Elijah gave him to his mother. Jesus also brought the widow’s son back

to life, and gave him to his mother.

And everyone who saw it made the connection between what Jesus did, and

what Elijah had done so long ago. They said: A great prophet has appeared
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among us. They recognized Jesus as a prophet like Elijah.

But they also sensed Jesus was something more than Elijah. Because they

also said: God has come to help his people. They could see God at work in

what Jesus was doing. Even in how he tells the story, Luke wants us to see

that Jesus is greater than Elijah, Elisha, or any of the prophets. Because it’s

in this story that Luke calls Jesus Lord for the first time.

 

Angels called Jesus Lord the night he was born. Simon Peter called Jesus

Lord when Jesus brought him the miraculous catch of fish. But now Luke —

as the author of the Gospel — calls Jesus Lord for the first time. Luke says

that when Jesus saw this weeping widow, the Lord had compassion for her.

In Jesus’ compassion for this widow, we see right into the heart of God. In

the Old Testament, there was no quicker way to get on the fighting side of

God than to mistreat a widow or an orphan. Listen to Exodus: “You must not

exploit a widow or an orphan. If you exploit them in any way and they cry out

to me, then I will certainly hear their cry. My anger will blaze against you, and

I will kill you with the sword. Then your wives will be widows and your

children fatherless.”

Widows and orphans represented the most vulnerable people in ancient

Near Eastern cultures. This widow — like the one God sent Elijah to — was

doubly vulnerable, because not only had her husband died, but so had her

only son. Her sole source of support and security. Her only protection in the

world. Luke makes sure that we know Jesus saw her. He had compassion

on her. He spoke to her. He gave her son back to her. Raising her son was

at least as much about her as it was about the son. Because by giving her

son back to her alive, he was also giving her own life back — her support

and security in the world.
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The people recognized this as God coming to help his people, because

Jesus’ compassion for this widow faithfully reflected God’s fierce

protectiveness toward all widows. Luke says: the Lord had compassion for

her and said, “Don’t cry.” Not because Jesus forbids us to mourn for those

who have died. He himself wept in John’s Gospel, beside his friend Lazarus’

grave. 

In The Sermon on the Plain, which Jesus had preached in the previous

chapter, Jesus said: Happy are you who weep now, because you will laugh.

That’s what the Good News of God’s salvation does. He was telling the

widow she didn’t have to cry anymore, because he was about to fulfill this

beatitude, and turn her mourning into dancing. And he did this by giving her

son back to her.

Martin Luther had this to say about this story: “It has pleased God, to be a

God of those who are not full and satisfied but are rather poor and thin, those

who suffer hunger, thirst and distress, who are imprisoned and who die. This

gospel belongs to those who discover how affectionately he takes care of this

widow … Each person should accept this example as doctrine, and think

hard about it, so that he learns it well.”

Jesus had begun his ministry by announcing that the Good News of God’s

salvation is for the poor. It’s a word of release for the slaves and prisoners.

It’s a light for those sitting in darkness. And Jesus told his neighbours this

Good News would go to those most in need of it. Just like when God sent

healing across enemy lines to the Syrian leper, Naaman, through the prophet

Elisha. Just like he sent the prophet Elijah to that widow and her son. 

And so we see Jesus walking in the ways of those old prophets, bringing the

Good News of God’s salvation to the households of a Galilean widow and a

Roman Centurion.
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Rabbi Gamaliel was once asked why God sometimes healed unbelievers of

their sickness. Gamaliel responded by telling the following parable: In a

certain village there was a banker known by the people for his honesty and

integrity. He was so trusted in the community that everyone who came to

deposit money with him, did so privately, as if leaving money with a member

of the family. Except for one villager. This villager was suspicious of

everybody and doubly so of the banker. Whenever he deposited money, he

always brought a witness with him in case he ever had to take the banker to

court. One day, the suspicious villager had to deposit money in haste and

went to the banker without a witness.

When one of the banker’s friends heard about it, he said, “You should deny

the man ever made a deposit with you. It would be your word against his, and

he has no friends in town because he is so untrusting. That would teach him

a lesson!” But the banker replied, “Why would I do such a wicked thing for

short term gain? By continuing to be honest and generous even when he

doesn’t deserve it, I may yet win the trust of this man who does not believe

in me.” 

And when the people saw Jesus at work, they said: God has come to help

his people. And, just maybe, if we follow Jesus — bringing the Good News

of God’s salvation to the dark and desperate corners of our time, even across

enemy lines, across religious lines, across ethnic lines, across colour lines,

across lines of injustice — people will also see our work, and conclude that

God has come to help them, through his people. 

Amen.
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 PRAYERS of the PEOPLE  
 for EPIPHANY 5, February 9, 2025 
 
Loving God, in these present times when we are bombarded daily with news 
that raises our anxiety, grave concerns, and uncertainty about our lives and 
the future help us to listen for your Holy Spirit working in our lives and the 
lives of others. We long for a reprieve from world chaos, often inspired by 
rash political behaviour; that increases suffering in the world’s poorest 
regions and of the most vulnerable people.    
 
In a world where people are harmed and spirits broken at the hands of 
humanity and by the vagaries of nature, help us to take time to be still and to 
take comfort in truly believing that you are God almighty. Help us to deepen 
our trust in the healing power of your presence in all circumstances, to notice 
the blessings and lavish, eternal love placed even now in the hands of those 
who speak truth to power, who seek to face down injustice, and champion 
the ongoing work of human rights; who stand in the dark places with your 
light held high; who give generously of themselves for the sake of others.  
 
Merciful God, protect the many vulnerable people in America and beyond. 
Lord, we have heard of recent decisions from certain leaders in the US, the 
repercussions of which will have a negative, long-lasting effect on the most 
vulnerable in that country and perhaps globally. There is hardly anyone who 
is not impacted in the United States as we learn of human rights being 
threatened or lost daily. We pray for thorough judicial reviews of the 
numerous executive orders in hopes that this will slow or prevent many of 
these orders from going ahead. May truth and justice prevail.    
 
We pray for other regions of our world who are being impacted by inhumane 
decisions and actions. The disregard and erosion of human rights is 
increasingly evident in many regions of the world. May our consciences be 
pricked to join in the ongoing work for economic, social and climate justice.  
 
Healing God, we offer thanksgiving for victories of peace, environmental 
recovery, and increased physical health, too often overshadowed by human 
suffering and planetary destruction. We give thanks that the rights to rivers 
and mountains as legal entities are beginning to occur, which promises 
increased protection for the natural ecosystems that surround them. We 
celebrate renewed respect for Indigenous peoples and are grateful for their 
ongoing care of your Creation. 
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We pray for all peacemakers both at home and abroad. We pray for those 
who are holding firm to community building, despite increased worldwide 
pressures to end diversity, equity and inclusion efforts. We pray that just and 
lasting peace may be found in war-torn countries.  
 
We pray for all who are experiencing weakness or pain of body, mind or 
spirit. We pause so that you may name aloud or in the silence of your hearts 
the people and situations that are on your hearts ...  We pray for all who are 
struggling with their mental health. We pray for all those people who work 
with individuals living with substance use disorders. Use them to make a 
difference in people’s lives, and to help them start their life anew. We pray 
for those who are losing their mobility or agility, those who are losing their 
memories, and all who have lost their grip on reality; for those who no longer 
trust in anyone, and those who doubt the love of God. We think of all who 
are caring for loved ones in illness. We pray for hospices and for people who 
work with the dying. Keep them strong and give them resilience to do their 
difficult work with compassion and sensitivity.  
 
We give thanks for the particular joys and that you have placed upon our 
hearts today. We will pause for you to name these aloud or in the silence of 
your hearts … We give thanks for the many blessings and reasons to 
celebrate, including birthdays and anniversaries of those close to us, for our 
family, our friends, our neighbours, our church - and those beyond.  
 
Loving God, we pray for ourselves: Help us, through our words and actions, 
to be more like your compassionate Christ. Shape our thoughts, safeguard 
our feelings, guide and oversee our efforts, and bless our abilities that we 
may serve you in ways that bring glory to you for the sake of the world you 
love so much. We pray all this, and whatever else is unspoken, trusting that 
you know our needs more intimately than we do. In the power of Jesus’ 
name, and through the grace of Christ Jesus.  
 
Amen. 
 
Let us join together in the prayer that Jesus taught us to pray! 
 
Our Father … 
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