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Matthew 27:27, 31, 50-54 
27 Then the soldiers of the governor took Jesus into the Praetorium and gathered the whole 

garrison around Him.  31 And when they had mocked Him, they took the robe off Him, put 

His own clothes on Him, and led Him away to be crucified. 50 And Jesus cried out again with a 

loud voice, and yielded up His spirit. 51 Then, behold, the veil of the temple was torn in two from 

top to bottom; and the earth quaked, and the rocks were split, 52 and the graves were opened; and 

many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised; 53 and coming out of the graves 

after His resurrection, they went into the holy city and appeared to many. 54 So when the 

centurion and those with him, who were guarding Jesus, saw the earthquake and the things that 

had happened, they feared greatly, saying, “Truly this was the Son of God!” 

 

Mark 15:37-39 
37 And Jesus cried out with a loud voice, and breathed His last. 38 Then the veil of the temple was 

torn in two from top to bottom. 39 So when the centurion, who stood opposite Him, saw that He 

cried out like this and breathed His last, he said, “Truly this Man was the Son of God!” 

 

Luke 23:46-47 
46 And when Jesus had cried out with a loud voice, He said, “Father, ‘into Your hands I commit 

My spirit.’” Having said this, He breathed His last. 47 So when the centurion saw what had 

happened, he glorified God, saying, “Certainly this was a righteous Man!” 

 

We are continuing in our series, Stepping Stone or Stumbling Block. Through this series we are 

taking a look at scriptures that seem to contradict one another but we learn that when we explore 

them further, we find a deeper meaning and a stepping stone to true faith. With the scriptures that 

we have read today, the question that we are exploring is, “What did the centurion really say 

about Jesus on the cross?” 

 

Have you ever heard someone say something that made you ask, “What did he say?” I heard 

about a basketball coach recently and asked that very same question: “What did he say?” With it 

being ACC weekend I had to look it up.  

 

Coach Nagy had been the coach with the South Dakota State Jackrabbits for a few years by 

2012. They had gotten used to a losing record and in fact the Jackrabbits had never made the 

NCAA tournament in their history. But the 2011-2012 season was their year. At the quarterfinals 

before eventually advancing to the NCAA for the first time ever, they gathered for the pregame 

strategy and pep talk. Here’s where I did a double take on the coach’s speech.  

 

Coach Nagy said, “I want you to play like you’re loved…Play freely. Love isn’t dependent on 

your performance. No matter how you play, you are loved. Play with that in mind.” 



(http://grantland.com/features/championship-week-ncaa-tournament-bound-south-dakota-state-

jackrabbits/?print=1) 

 

What did he say? Yes, you heard me, play like you are loved. This attitude of the coach seems to 

have made a difference in his team. I think it could make a difference in our lives as Christians if 

we lived like we are loved too. Here’s the connection, according to the gospel accounts in 

Matthew, Mark and Luke the centurion was at the cross. He was used to death and watching 

people die every day. He was probably covered with blood and sweat and who knows what else 

and his heart had probably become hardened at seeing, hearing, experiencing and even smelling 

what he did every day. But what happens when he looks into the face of Jesus hanging on the 

cross?  

 

The hardened centurion looks at Jesus and all that is going on that day and according to Matthew 

he said: “Truly this was the Son of God!” According to Mark he said: “Truly this Man was the 

Son of God!” According to Luke he “glorified God saying, ‘Certainly this was a righteous 

Man!’” A Roman Centurion just doesn’t say things like this about anyone. 

 

These are three different kinds of statements which for some can be a stumbling block. But even 

though different statements are recorded in the different writings, do they contradict the 

circumstances? Let’s look beyond finding the exact words of the centurion and see the bigger 

picture of all that is going on around him and perhaps inside his heart. That brings me to our 

mainline for today: 

 

Mainline: If a detail does not clearly contradict the account, then it could serve to 

complement it.  

 

You see if we get hung up on how the three authors recorded the centurion’s reaction to Jesus in 

three different ways, then we can get frustrated and get stuck asking “What did he say?” This can 

become our stumbling block for the day if we choose to forget that the gospel accounts were 

written by different people for different audiences. And that is our stumbling block for the day. 

 

1) Stumbling Block: Different occasions and audiences may cause an emphasis on different 

details. 

 

Think about it. We do this every day without even thinking about it I’m guessing. We talk about 

birth and death differently to a child than we do with other adults. On the job, we will talk about 

what we do differently if trying to explain a task to a new employee than to someone who has 

mastered the job. Teachers have to teach with a different emphasis to their newer students than to 

the upper level students who have mastered beginning techniques. Do you see what I’m getting 

at here? The gospel writers know their sphere of influence and are writing to increase their faith 

and to encourage them with what they have experienced with Jesus. The context and knowing 

their audience was the key factor in how they wrote.  

 

So let’s get back to these scriptures and see what the centurion said that might make a difference 

for us today. Luke 23:47 The centurion, seeing what had happened, praised God and said, 

“Surely this was a righteous man.” 
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So how does calling Jesus a righteous man, complement the story of Jesus’ crucifixion and not 

complement it as our mainline emphasizes?  

 

2) Stepping Stone: The righteous Son of God experienced the punishment of a sinner, so 

that sinners might become the righteous children of God. 

 

That’s the gospel in a nutshell. Jesus was righteous in every way. He had no sin. Yet he 

experienced the death of a sinner for our sake. We are the beneficiaries of Jesus’ death on the 

cross.  

 

Paul went around preaching about Jesus and most of his life ministry and mission is written 

about in Acts, by the same Luke who wrote the gospel of Luke. Paul preached the crucifixion of 

Jesus and then the resurrection. That is the gospel and everything these gospel accounts are based 

on is the impact on humanity because of the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus. As recorded 

in Acts 13, Paul had been preaching about good news and how Jesus had fulfilled all the 

promises of the Old Testament through his death and resurrection and then he said this: 

“38 “Therefore, my friends, I want you to know that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is 

proclaimed to you. 39 Through him everyone who believes is set free from every sin, a 

justification you were not able to obtain under the law of Moses.”  

 

Through Jesus, sinners like you and me can be righteous children of God. That is the gift of 

grace. Grace is something that none of us deserve. We all deserve the punishment Jesus took. 

Jesus took the death we should have had so that we can become righteous like he is. This is 

where Mark’s recording of the centurion’s words may help. Mark 15:37-39 37 And Jesus cried 

out with a loud voice, and breathed His last. 38 Then the veil of the temple was torn in two from 

top to bottom. 39 So when the centurion, who stood opposite Him, saw that He cried out like this 

and breathed His last, he said, “Truly this Man was the Son of God!” 

 

Who would do such a thing? What righteous person would take on the punishment of sin for the 

unrighteous? And what person could do this in a way that would really make a difference in the 

world? The Son of God—fully human and fully God. Only Jesus could take the punishment we 

all deserve, AND make the difference for the sins of the world. Only Jesus who was a Man who 

was and still is, God the Son.  

 

Looking back at what Matthew records:  Matthew 27:54 When the centurion and those with him 

who were guarding Jesus saw the earthquake and all that had happened, they were terrified, and 

exclaimed, “Surely he was the Son of God!” 

 

3) He who lived right was treated wrong so that those who live wrong may be treated right.   

 

Again, even though this is told a different way, the statement does not contradict the account but 

rather serves to complement the realization of the centurion. He realized in the moment that 

when he looked at Jesus, he saw that Jesus was not a criminal, he was more than just a good man 

and that his death actually means something. The centurion realized that Jesus death on the cross 

meant something for him and he made the proclamation of just who Jesus is.  

 



Jesus had lived right and the centurion knew Jesus had been treated wrongly. But that means 

something for even you and me today. For you see, 2 Corinthians 5:21  21 For He made Him 

who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him. 

 

And this is the truth for anyone who believes. The gospel truly is good news for anyone who 

believes.  Why is it important that we ask “What did he say?” Because there are the Bart 

Ehrman’s of the world who teach our young people things like this about the Bible: “The way to 

see differences in the Gospels is to read them horizontally. Read one story in Matthew, then the 

same story in Mark, and compare your two stories and see what you come up with. You come up 

with major differences.” What is it that Bart Ehrman dislikes so much about the Gospel of Jesus 

Christ? Could it be as E. Paul Hovey puts it: “[People] do not reject the Bible because it 

contradicts itself, but because it contradicts them.” 

 

You see the death of Jesus disarmed the powers of darkness and sin as told in Colossians 2:13-

14 13 When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made you 

alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, 14 having canceled the charge of our legal 

indebtedness, which stood against us and condemned us; he has taken it away, nailing it to the 

cross.  

 

The death of Jesus delivered us from the fear of death as told in Hebrews 2:14-15 “For only as a 

human being could he die, and only by dying could he break the power of the devil, who had the 

power of death. Only in this way could he set free all who have lived their lives as slaves to the 

fear of dying.  

 

The death of Jesus broke down the barriers of division as told in Ephesians 2:13-16 
13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near by the blood of 

Christ. 14 For he himself is our peace, who has made the two groups one and has destroyed the 

barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, 15 by setting aside in his flesh the law with its commands 

and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new humanity out of the two, thus 

making peace, 16 and in one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which 

he put to death their hostility.  

And there was Jesus bleeding, dying on the cross and the centurion looked on him. According to 

Matthew, Mark and Luke he said that Jesus was a righteous man, that Jesus was the Son of God 

and that this man was the Son of God. Each of the statements complement the fact that Jesus was 

righteous and took on sin that wasn’t his. I’m guessing if we’d have been a fly on the centurion’s 

shoulder, he probably said all of these statements at some point in the process. Probably as he did 

his work and glanced back at Jesus and then went back to work and then thought about Jesus 

hanging there and then looked back up at Jesus, he realized there was more to Jesus than a few 

words and nice titles could give him. You see the centurion met Jesus at the cross and was drawn 

to believe in him. And here is what Jesus had promised: John 12:32 32 “And I, if I am lifted up 

from the earth, will draw all peoples to Myself.”   Jesus death on the cross made a difference in 

the life and proclamation of the centurion. Does his death make a difference in our lives still 

today? Will it help us to live like we are loved? Or will we keep thinking, “What did he say?” 


