Centurions in the Gospels & in the book of Acts

Introduction: A curious and consistent pattern in the Gospels and in the book of Acts    is that each Roman centurion mentioned, whether briefly or at length, is presented in a favorable to very favorable light.  One might expect that the Roman centurions, being the officers of an occupying army, and one that has Israel under its control, would be shown unfavorably.  But the favorable presentation of the centurions in the Gospels and the book of Acts is not only surprising, but helps address a few important questions:

1) What is the biblical view of Christians in military service, especially outside of military service for the nation of Israel?  Should those in military service who become Christians be urged to leave the military service or should they remain?  Should Christians encourage other believers to participate in military service?   

2) The Romans are an occupying army over the Jews within Israel, and in other parts of the Roman Empire, and Deuteronomy 28 (verses 1,2,7,10, 13 & 14) makes it clear that Israel is intended to be politically and militarily free, if they are obedient to the Lord.  Since the centurions held a key military leadership position in the occupying army over Israel, why don’t we see a negative portrayal of the Roman centurions in the Gospels and in the book of Acts?

3) The centurions were officers in the very army that was charged with carrying out ten waves of Roman persecution against Christians, from Nero (reigning 54-68 AD) to Diocletian (284-305 AD).  Since the New Testament was written by Christians who were also Jews, except for Dr. Luke
, one would expect to see Roman centurions presented in an unfavorable light if the New Testament books were written at the late dates (late first century and early second century AD) sometimes claimed by those skeptical of the veracity of the New Testament documents
.  From 66-70 AD the Romans would be in outright battle with the Jews, ending in a bloody and retaliatory suppression of the Jews in Israel.  A number of Roman and Jewish officials are portrayed negatively in the Gospels and the book of Acts, as even Paul himself is portrayed until he was converted.  So why is it that the Roman centurions are always portrayed positively, even very positively at times?  What does that indicate about the likely date of the New Testament documents?     

The Relevant Passages & Their Backgrounds:      

Jesus heals a centurion’s slave:

Matthew 8:5-13 (NASU – see also Luke 7:2-10)

And when Jesus entered Capernaum, a centurion came to Him, imploring Him, 6 and saying, " Lord, my servant is lying paralyzed at home, fearfully tormented." 7 Jesus said to him, "I will come and heal him."  8 But the centurion said, " Lord, I am not worthy for You to come under my roof, but just say the word, and my servant will be healed. 9 "For I also am a man under authority, with soldiers under me; and I say to this one, 'Go!' and he goes, and to another, 'Come!' and he comes, and to my slave, 'Do this!' and he does it." 10 Now when Jesus heard this, He marveled and said to those who were following, "Truly I say to you, I have not found such great faith with anyone in Israel.  11 "I say to you that many will come from east and west, and recline at the table with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven; 12 but the sons of the kingdom will be cast out into the outer darkness; in that place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth."  13 And Jesus said to the centurion, "Go; it shall be done for you as you have believed." And the servant was healed that very moment.

Jews were exempted from Roman military service, because the Law of Moses and Jewish traditions made Roman military service out of the question, due to food restrictions, limited travel and no work on the Sabbath, etc.  So from this point of background it is highly unlikely that this centurion was of Jewish ethnicity, and verse 10 seems to place him clearly outside of Israel.  There are a few things about this centurion’s interactions with Jesus that stand out:

1) The centurion recognized that Jesus was able to heal, called Him “Lord”, and even recognized that he was unworthy of Christ’s presence in his home.

2) The centurion readily recognized and acknowledged Christ’s absolute authority, giving as illustrations some examples of the centurion’s own authority over his own military forces and personal slave.

3) The centurion, by the character of his request to Christ, exhibited extraordinary faith, even to the extent that Christ said, “Truly I say to you, I have not found such great faith with anyone in Israel.“ 

This was relatively early in Jesus’ ministry, and takes place almost immediately after Jesus had finished the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7), which was clearly directed to Israel.  At this point, not all the disciples had even yet been called to follow Christ (Matthew 9:9).  Here is an example of where the centurion was portrayed entirely in a positive light – one would even say very positive.  Nothing is recorded of this centurion in a negative light, and there is not the slightest hint that he was exhorted to leave the Roman military service, nor rebuked for being a part of it.  Jesus viewed the centurion’s example of his authority over his own military forces as a demonstration of faith.

The centurion in charge of Jesus’ crucifixion:      

Mark 15:37-39 (see also Matthew 27:54)

And Jesus uttered a loud cry, and breathed His last. 38 And the veil of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. 39 When the centurion, who was standing right in front of Him, saw the way He breathed His last, he said, "Truly this man was the Son of God!" 

Luke 23:44-47

 It was now about the sixth hour, and darkness fell over the whole land until the ninth hour, 45 because the sun was obscured; and the veil of the temple was torn in two. 46 And Jesus, crying out with a loud voice, said, "Father, INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT." Having said this, He breathed His last. 47 Now when the centurion saw what had happened, he began praising God, saying, "Certainly this man was innocent."

Mark 15:44-45

Pilate wondered if He was dead by this time, and summoning the centurion, he questioned him as to whether He was already dead. 45 And ascertaining this from the centurion, he granted the body to Joseph.

The English of these passages carries over the definite article faithfully from the Greek, which refers to “the centurion”.  So while we are not given the centurion’s name, the authors of the synoptic gospels convey a compatible and consistent account.  The account of the centurion over Christ’s crucifixion is indeed brief, but tell us three key points about this centurion:

1) The centurion, standing right in front of Jesus, came to acknowledge and recognize that Jesus was the Son of God, and that Jesus was innocent of the charges against him.

2) The centurion, contrary to what was typical of pagan and polytheistic Roman soldiers, was praising God (Greek: the God).

3) The centurion both observed and testified before Pilate that Jesus has indeed died, since it was before the usual timeframe for crucifixion (typically, crucifixion required up to several days to die).  See 1 Corinthians 15:3.

Even given these brief accounts, and lacking a specific statement that this centurion was saved through this event, one gets the impression that this centurion came to a key point of belief (see 1 Corinthians 15:3; the other points of belief had not yet come to pass when the centurion witnessed and testified about Jesus).  While he supervised the crucifixion of Christ, his point of recognition and acknowledgement of Christ as the Son of God, slain though innocent, praising the God all point to a positive spiritual response to the Person and facts set before him, and testifying to His death all are very positive.

Cornelius, the centurion at Caesarea:

Acts 10:1-8

Now there was a man at Caesarea named Cornelius, a centurion of what was called the Italian cohort, 2 a devout man and one who feared God with all his household, and gave many alms to the Jewish people and prayed to God continually. 3 About the ninth hour of the day he clearly saw in a vision an angel of God who had just come in and said to him, "Cornelius!" 4 And fixing his gaze on him and being much alarmed, he said, "What is it, Lord?" And he said to him, "Your prayers and alms have ascended as a memorial before God. 5 "Now dispatch some men to Joppa and send for a man named Simon, who is also called Peter; 6 he is staying with a tanner named Simon, whose house is by the sea." 7 When the angel who was speaking to him had left, he summoned two of his servants and a devout soldier of those who were his personal attendants, 8 and after he had explained everything to them, he sent them to Joppa. 

At this point Dr. Luke describes Peter as receiving a vision (verses 9-16).

Acts 10:17-23

Now while Peter was greatly perplexed in mind as to what the vision which he had seen might be, behold, the men who had been sent by Cornelius, having asked directions for Simon's house, appeared at the gate; 18 and calling out, they were asking whether Simon, who was also called Peter, was staying there. 19 While Peter was reflecting on the vision, the Spirit said to him, "Behold, three men are looking for you. 20 "But get up, go downstairs and accompany them without misgivings, for I have sent them Myself." 21 Peter went down to the men and said, "Behold, I am the one you are looking for; what is the reason for which you have come?" 22 They said, "Cornelius, a centurion, a righteous and God-fearing man well spoken of by the entire nation of the Jews, was divinely directed by a holy angel to send for you to come to his house and hear a message from you." 23 So he invited them in and gave them lodging. 

Acts 10:30-33

Cornelius said, " Four days ago to this hour, I was praying in my house during the ninth hour; and behold, a man stood before me in shining garments, 31 and he said, 'Cornelius, your prayer has been heard and your alms have been remembered before God. 32 'Therefore send to Joppa and invite Simon, who is also called Peter, to come to you; he is staying at the house of Simon the tanner by the sea.' 33 "So I sent for you immediately, and you have been kind enough to come. Now then, we are all here present before God to hear all that you have been commanded by the Lord." 



Acts 10:34-48

Opening his mouth, Peter said: "I most certainly understand now that God is not one to show partiality, 35 but in every nation the man who fears Him and does what is right is welcome to Him. 36 "The word which He sent to the sons of Israel, preaching peace through Jesus Christ (He is Lord of all)-- 37 you yourselves know the thing which took place throughout all Judea, starting from Galilee, after the baptism which John proclaimed. 38 "You know of  Jesus of Nazareth, how God anointed Him with the Holy Spirit and with power, and how He went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with Him. 39 "We are witnesses of all the things He did both in the land of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They also put Him to death by hanging Him on a cross. 40 " God raised Him up on the third day and granted that He become visible, 41 not to all the people, but to witnesses who were chosen beforehand by God, that is, to us who ate and drank with Him after He arose from the dead. 42 "And He ordered us to preach to the people, and solemnly to testify that this is the One who has been appointed by God as Judge of the living and the dead. 43 "Of Him all the prophets bear witness that through His name everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins." 

44 While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit fell upon all those who were listening to the message. 45 All the circumcised believers who came with Peter were amazed, because the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out on the Gentiles also. 46 For they were hearing them speaking with tongues and exalting God. Then Peter answered, 47 " Surely no one can refuse the water for these to be baptized who have received the Holy Spirit just as we did, can he?" 48 And he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked him to stay on for a few days.

With this account, we have several new factors detailed by Dr. Luke:

1) The centurion was named (Cornelius).

2) This was the first account of a centurion after the church had been formed (Acts 2) and which involves an apostle (Peter).

3) What Peter did in entering the house of Cornelius would not have been acceptable Jewish practice,  

4) Cornelius was described as well regarded by the Jews, and we have both biblical and extrabiblical record that there were Jews in Caesarea.

5) Dr. Luke actually described Peter and his companions as entering Cornelius’ home in Caesarea.

6) Peter provided an account of his visit at Cornelius household to the church leaders in Jerusalem, with accompanying witnesses.

This is the most detailed account of a Roman centurion we have encountered so far, and everything was presented in a very positive light.  It is clear that Peter was given specific directions to go to and enter Cornelius’ house.  There are a number of observations that could be made, but we will note some key points here:

1) Both Peter and Cornelius were directed by the Lord specifically so as to bring about the events of Acts 10 at the house of Cornelius the centurion.  One of those sent from Cornelius to the house of Simon the tanner was described as “a devout soldier”. 

2) Cornelius, as well as others present, clearly became believers in Christ so as to become part of the church, the body of Christ.

3) Cornelius was abundantly hospitable to Peter and the six others with him (Acts 11:12), for a period of a few days.

4) In no wise was Cornelius - even given ample opportunity - told to leave his post as a military officer, nor was the “devout solder” who was Cornelius’ attendant, told to quit his military post.  

5) Not only were Cornelius and his “devout soldier” attendant portrayed in a very positive light, but there is not the slightest hint that these were fearful of becoming Christians nor under any orders or inclination to persecute the Christians.  The account appears to be told as though the conversion of these soldiers to faith in Christ was a concern during the writing of the book of Acts.

The centurions of Antonia Fortress:

Acts 21:30-33

Then all the city was provoked, and the people rushed together, and taking hold of Paul they dragged him out of the temple, and immediately the doors were shut. 31 While they were seeking to kill him, a report came up to the commander of the Roman cohort that all Jerusalem was in confusion. 32 At once he took along some soldiers and centurions and ran down to them; and when they saw the commander and the soldiers, they stopped beating Paul. 

Acts 22:24-26

…the commander ordered him to be brought into the barracks, stating that he should be examined by scourging so that he might find out the reason why they were shouting against him that way. 25 But when they stretched him out with thongs, Paul said to the centurion who was standing by, "Is it lawful for you to scourge a man who is a Roman and uncondemned?" 26 When the centurion heard this, he went to the commander and told him, saying, "What are you about to do? For this man is a Roman."

Acts 23:16-18

But the son of Paul's sister heard of their ambush, and he came and entered the barracks and told Paul. 17 Paul called one of the centurions to him and said, "Lead this young man to the commander, for he has something to report to him." 18 So he took him and led him to the commander and said, "Paul the prisoner called me to him and asked me to lead this young man to you since he has something to tell you."

Acts 23:23-24

And he called to him two of the centurions and said, "Get two hundred soldiers ready by the third hour of the night to proceed to Caesarea, with seventy horsemen and two hundred spearmen." 24 They were also to provide mounts to put Paul on and bring him safely to Felix the governor.

Of the several accounts of centurions in the Gospels and the book of Acts, one would say that this is the least positive account, yet it is still relatively neutral in character.  None of the centurions mentioned is described in such a way that we would understand that they were saved.  At a minimum, each centurion is involved in saving Paul from some serious trouble or even preserving his life, although it must be admitted that each is simply carrying out his military assignment.  We see nothing in these encounters that indicates that any of the centurions were seen in a negative light.

Julius, the centurion, takes Paul to Rome:

Acts 27:1-4

When it was decided that we would sail for Italy, they proceeded to deliver Paul and some other prisoners to a centurion of the Augustan cohort named Julius. 2 And embarking in an Adramyttian ship, which was about to sail to the regions along the coast of Asia, we put out to sea accompanied by Aristarchus, a Macedonian of Thessalonica. 3 The next day we put in at Sidon; and Julius treated Paul with consideration and allowed him to go to his friends and receive care. 

Acts 27:9-12

When considerable time had passed and the voyage was now dangerous, since even the fast was already over, Paul began to admonish them, 10 and said to them, "Men, I perceive that the voyage will certainly be with damage and great loss, not only of the cargo and the ship, but also of our lives." 11 But the centurion was more persuaded by the pilot and the captain of the ship than by what was being said by Paul. 

Acts 27:31-32

Paul said to the centurion and to the soldiers, "Unless these men remain in the ship, you yourselves cannot be saved." 32 Then the soldiers cut away the ropes of the ship's boat and let it fall away. 

Acts 27:42-43

The soldiers' plan was to kill the prisoners, so that none of them would swim away and escape; 43 but the centurion, wanting to bring Paul safely through, kept them from their intention…

We see from the above regarding Julius the centurion that:

1) Julius, the last centurion mentioned in the New Testament, is named, along with the title of his Roman cohort (Augustan).

2) Dr. Luke writes, as he does of no other, that Julius the centurion was philanthropos, that is, he “treated Paul with consideration”.

3) Though Paul’s opinion of the voyage was first set aside by Julius, Julius subsequently listened to Paul’s advice and observations seriously and responded accordingly.  He even preserved Paul and the rest of the prisoners, who would otherwise have been killed.

4) Julius allows Paul and others to remain at the home of believers in Puteoli.    

It is possible that Paul’s Roman citizenship had some bearing on Julius’ favorable treatment of Paul, since most Roman soldiers were only granted citizenship on retirement, and Paul’s Roman citizenship undoubtedly brought with it certain protective rights which Julius would have to respect.  Julius’ considerate treatment of Paul, however, goes beyond what was required simply by Paul’s Roman citizenship.  While it is clear that Julius treated Paul well, we don’t have any direct insight into Julius’ spiritual response to the miracles and the message that he undoubtedly saw and heard.  Interestingly, Julius the centurion is not mentioned by name or by title in chapter 28 of the book, although it is a very reasonable assumption that he continued to escort Paul all the way to Rome.  

What is the insight to be gained from the centurions of the Gospels and the book of Acts regarding Christians and military service?

The total number of passages which could be brought to bear on this question is much larger than the above passages can address alone.  Other relevant passages would include:

· Matthew 5:41 - Whoever forces you to carry his things one mile, go with him two.  Roman soldiers were allowed to require anyone to carry his things one mile.

· Luke 3:10-14 - John the Baptist tells the soldiers not to take money away by force, not to bear false witness, and to be satisfied with their pay.

· Romans 13:1-7 - Paul tells the believers in Rome to be subject to the government, even justifying the use of the sword for enforcement.

· Ephesians 6:10 - Paul uses the illustration of the Roman soldier’s armor to convey the nature of spiritual warfare.  This does not give explicit and direct instruction regarding military service, but its use as an illustration implies an acceptance of military service.

While it must be admitted that there are soldiers who are portrayed negatively in the New Testament, such as those who mocked and beat and abused Christ, the centurions who directed them were shown uniformly to have been at worst spiritually neutral, and at best, among the very first Gentile believers, welcoming Peter and six other Jews into their house for a few days.  At no place in the New Testament do we read about an urging of soldiers or officers to resign their post.  Though there may indeed be times when a believing soldier must obey God rather than men (Acts 5:29), one cannot make a good case for outright pacifism or non-involvement with military service as the “across the board” biblical position on military service.

What are we to make of the Roman military occupation of the nation of Israel, when it is clear that Israel was intended by God to be a sovereign nation under no other authority?

We have other passages that address this question more directly, but Deuteronomy 28 is conditional upon Israel’s obedience to the Lord.  Since the Jews were not obedient to the Lord, and we even find Christ telling the Jews to “render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s” (Matthew 22:21; Mark 12:17; Luke 20:25), the Romans were not explicitly disregarding God’s directives, but rather carrying out the consequences which God prescribed when the Jews did not obey.  The accounts we read of the centurions in contact with the Jesus and apostles say nothing of Jesus rebuking the Roman soldiers for holding their military post over Israel.  Of the centurions, only Julius is mentioned as being geographically outside of the nation of Israel.

What do these accounts of the centurions indicate about when the Gospels and the book of Acts were written?

There are certainly a great number of factors to consider regarding the dates of authorship of the New Testament books.  But the portrayal of the centurions would be expected to have been negative if the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke and the book of Acts were written towards the end of the first century or the beginning of the second century, as some have claimed.  By this time the Roman soldiers were required to carry out more widespread persecution against the Christians, and Christians had been under the more specific oppression of the Roman Empire.  The lack of any such negative portrayal of the centurions in the Gospels and in the book of Acts stands in favor of their earlier authorship.  

Persecutions of Christians by the Roman Empire                                                                in the last half of the 1st century and the first half of the 2nd century AD

Date (AD)
Emperor
Nature & Extent of Persecution

64

Nero

Sadistic treatment in Rome & vicinity

90-96

Domitian
Capricious persecution in Rome & Asia Minor

98-117

Trajan

Christians executed when found “unpatriotic”

117-138
Hadrian
Continuation of Trajan’s persecution

� A few lines of evidence seem to point in the direction of Dr. Luke not being Jewish, but Colossians 4:10-14 is particularly pointed in placing Dr. Luke outside of the “circumcision” (= Israel).


� For example, such later dates are proposed at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/matthew.html" ��http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/matthew.html�, which makes the Gospel of Matthew dated later than Matthew himself would have or possibly could have written the book.  The same website, on another page, posits a similar late date for the book of Acts, which could or would exclude Dr. Luke form being its author: � HYPERLINK "http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/acts.html" ��http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/acts.html�.  The late dates, as it turns out, are not based on some mountain of facts driving the overwhelming conclusion that these books were written at some late date by another author than what is claimed, but rather they are based upon presuppositions which guide the approach and therefore result in the conclusion that these books were written at a later date.  








HHBC – 32 Acts Series – August 27, 2017
Supplement: Centurions in the Gospels & in the book of Acts - page 6 of 9

