Centurion at the Cross – a truthful confession
I will not share my name with you today. This is a change in my attitude that has occurred because of recent events; events that have completely changed my concept of honor and renown. To explain what has happened I need to tell you a little of my story.

Twenty years ago I was serving in the legion of Rome that was stationed in the north. Our task was to protect and, if possible, defeat the Germanic army that had been a constant threat to Rome. We had lost several key battles but had managed to maintain our position. Then Rome decided to send a new general to lead us. Along with him came new recruits.

The general began a series of raids and we soon we managed to locate and engage the enemy. It was a fierce battle and at one point we were close to losing once again. But we stood our ground and began to move forward. Then their line broke and … well I don’t need to share the details. It was a great victory and, as usual, the victorious general and his troops were called back to Rome to receive their reward.

What a day it was as we marched triumphantly into Rome with our captives and the spoils of war. The general received his reward and new position and I, along with many others, was promoted to the station of centurion. We were also allowed to choose our next place of service as part of that reward. I chose to stay in Rome and enjoy my life for the moment. After a few years I became restless and longed for a change. Once a soldier always a soldier.
I learned of an opportunity to be posted to Palestine. I had heard wonderful stories about the region and soon found myself on a boat with other soldiers headed for Jerusalem. There we met our new commander who told us that our job would be to keep the peace and that we would be serving under Pontius Pilate. 
The first few years were quiet, but that was not to last. The people were a stubborn lot and fanatical about their religion. They were ready to die to protect it from Roman influence and it became apparent that Pilate just did not understand the dynamics of the situation. But that had little to do with me. As a soldier I carried out my orders.
Then a strange man appeared out of nowhere. He came from a remote region and began traveling through Galilee, Samaria and Palestine. The Jewish leaders became more and more agitated and angry with him. This further intensified the strained relationships between the Jews and Pilate. This man, called him Jesus, was seen as a threat to their authority and one who could destabilize an already unstable relationship between them and Rome. You see the Jews enjoyed an unusual amount of freedom. Very few of the conquered nations were allowed to maintain their religious belief and even fewer were given any kind of freedom to govern their people. Yet they were and the tension this created was growing.
This tension reached a peak during Passover. Usually we had little to do, other than watch for thieves. We were to avoid any confrontation with the pilgrims. But this year the stranger appeared in the temple and drove out all of the merchants. As expected, we were told to do nothing. I think Pilate was enjoying watching the Jewish leaders squirm as they tried to deal with this rogue fellow. He was also glad to not be the center of their attacks and venomous words for a change. He also was being very careful not to cause any trouble. He had made some serious errors recently and Rome was not happy.
This all changed suddenly when the Jewish leaders appeared in the judgment court and called on Pilate to sentence Jesus to death. Pilate was ready to throw them out when they made a statement that terrified him. They were willing to call Caesar their king if he would sentence this man to death. A refusal could result in another bloody round of retribution and even the possibility of a revolt. That was something Pilate could not afford. He was already in a great deal of trouble politically and knew that one more misstep could result in banishment and a loss of all he had worked for. 

So instead of throwing them out, he gave in to their demands. I found myself leading a contingent of soldiers to the hill outside of Jerusalem, a hill that we had nicknamed ‘skull hill’ or Golgatha. We had made this trip many times to crucify criminals and dissendents. People that no one cared for and in many cases were glad to be rid of. We used crucifixion as our primary means of capital punishment. It was a frightening way to die and very effective in deterring others from persuing a similar path in life. We had seen a significant drop in criminal activity and less activity in the area of dissidence. 

Today would be different. As far as we could tell Jesus was innocent. But we had crucified others that had appeared innocent, who in a last attempt to avoid crucifixion had confessed their sin. No matter - they died anyway. But this man remained calm. Instead of confessing, sin he forgave sin. Instead of explaining his life, he listened to the confession of a thief and promised him forgiveness and a place in heaven. Instead of worrying about himself he focused on caring for the needs of his mother. He never complained, never cursed, never begged for mercy. 
Then the sky went dark and the ground began to quake. He cried to his father. Then he said “it is finished” and died. In that moment, all the stories I had heard about this man began to make sense. We had heard of his unique teaching about a God who loved us. Many of us had stood on the walls of the fort to watch him as he healed people and taught them about the one true God. At the time it seemed like nonsense. But in that moment, I knew the truth. I knew that this man was different. I knew that he was truly the son of God, not just any god, but the one true God.

I then realized that all I had done to gain honor and respect were empty and useless tasks. They would bring me nothing of lasting value. THe name that I had worked so hard to gain - to be seen as a name of value and prestige - meant nothing. I have learned that there is a name far more valuable. It is the name Christian. 

All my battles in the defense of Rome no longer mean anything. Now the greatest battle I will fight will be to tell others of this man and his lover for us. I will battle to win the souls of those lost in sin, lost in the emptiness of this world. I am no longer a centurion of the Roman Empire. I am now a soldier in the kingdom of God. Rome was great, but this kingdom is eternal. Rome was powerful, but depended on fear to maintain its power. Rome was vast but had its boundaries, its limits. This kingdom is limitless and knows no boundaries. This kingdom has a power, love, that cannot be defeated by any force.
Today I am a free man, not just an employee, but an heir of the kingdom of God. Yes, truly Jesus is the Son of God.
Week one – Read Romans 10:9-10. Many people are willing to confess in their heart their need for Christ. But this passage talks about confessing with one’s mouth. What does this mean? Why is this so important?
Week two Read John 12:42. What is it today that prevents you from confessing your relationship with Jesus to those around you? Why is it hard to admit to others you are a Christian? What affect will such a confession have on your relationship with others?
Week three – Read Romans 14:9-12. The centurion made a confession that could have resulted in his death by admitting there was a king greater than Caesar. This passage states clearly that a day will come when everyone will be forced to admit and confess there is only one true king. Consider the importance of making that confession now before standing in the court of God and being forced to make it.
Week four – Read Hebrews 13:15; Hosea 14:2. These passages talk about the fruit of our lips. What is the relationship between this phrase and the word confession? What is the fruit of confession? How important is your public confession at church and in the world to bearing fruit for God?
