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Friday 10th April 2020 (Good Friday) 
Glynde Lutheran Church 

Sermon on Matthew 27:32 – 66 
Theme:  “Were you there when they crucified my Lord?” 

“Who do you say Jesus is?” 
 
  
Introduction: 
Have you ever heard the old Afro-American song, “Were you there when they 
crucified my Lord?”…. It goes like this: 

Were you there when they crucified my Lord? 
Were you there when they crucified my Lord? 
Oh, sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble, 
Were you there when they crucified my Lord? 
 
Were you there when they nailed him to the tree? 
Were you there when they nailed him to the tree? 
Oh, sometimes it causes me to tremble, tremble, tremble, 
Were you there when they nailed him to the tree? 

 
And so on…. “Were you there when they pierced him in the side?”, “Were 
you there when they laid him in the tomb?”…. 
 
This morning, I want you to imagine that you were there in the crowd as the 
soldiers led Jesus away to be crucified, that you were there as they nailed 
him to the cross and as he finally died, and that you were there as his body 
was taken and laid in a tomb. 
 
No, more than this, more than just imagining that you were someone at the 
foot of the cross, I want you to imagine with me that you are the leader of the 
Roman soldiers there, the centurion…. 
 
A centurion was the commanding officer of a “century” of soldiers, a hundred 
foot soldiers in the Roman army. They would have been stationed in the 
Antonia fortress, which was found in the North West Corner of the temple 
court. 
 
What would the centurion have known about Jesus, prior to seeing him being 
tried before Pilate’s court? He was well known as a “miracle worker” (cf. 
Josephus), and the centurion would have surely heard about many of the 
amazing things Jesus had done. Listen to what one writer has the centurion 
say about Jesus in a book of monologues about the characters who were 
involved in the events surrounding the crucifixion of Jesus: 
“This Jesus had quite a reputation. Another centurion told me that 
Jesus healed his ailing servant (cf. Matt. 8:5-13)…. There were other 
fantastic takes about his healing powers. Some said that he had fed 
thousands with a few fish and several loaves of bread, and that the 
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amount left over was far more than they began with. He could apparently 
command the stormy waters on the lake to subside, people reported, 
and those people went as far as to claim that he had actually called a 
man from Bethany back to life again (They were there, p. 67). 
 
Whatever the centurion knew about Jesus, one thing is clear: he almost 
certainly had heard about some of the amazing things that Jesus was 
reported to have done. 
 
He would have known, too, or have deduced from watching the events in 
Pilate’s courtyard as Jesus was tried by him, and as the Jewish chief priests 
and elders incited the people “to ask Pilate to set Barabbas free and put Jesus 
to death” (Matt. 27:20), that Jesus was not well like by the Jewish authorities. 
Listen again to what the centurion says in that book of monologues from 
which I have a copy of the centurion’s speech: 
“He was not well received by the ‘religious’ authorities, yet he was a 
fervent, practicing Jew.    
I don’t know what they disliked about him, except that he never yielded 
to their trickery…. The Pharisees and the Sanhedrin and the chief priest 
arranged for Jesus to be arrested, paying one of that man’s own 
disciples to betray him, after which the Nazarene was eventually 
crucified (p. 67-68). 
 
Maybe the centurion had heard stories about who people thought Jesus was: 
the Messiah, the King of the Jews, even “the Son of God”. Certainly, he would 
have heard Jesus say “Yes, so you say” to Pilate when Pilate asked him, “Are 
you the King of the Jews?” (Matt. 27:11). And he would have seen the title on 
a piece of board at the top of the cross, reading “This is Jesus, the King of 
the Jews”. Probably, he ordered his men to put it up on the cross, in response 
from a command from Pilate to do so (Matt. 27:37; cf. John 19:19-22). 
 
And he would have heard the insults that the people hurled at Jesus on the 
cross, and the jeering of the religious leaders, as they all  mocked Jesus for 
claiming to be “the Son of God” (cf. Matt. 26:62-64). Listen to what Matthew 
tells us the people and the religious leaders yelled at Jesus as he was 
crucified on the cross in front of them: 
People passing by shook their heads and hurled insults at Jesus: “You 
were going to tear down the Temple and build it up again in three days! 
Save yourself if you are God’s Son! Come on down from the cross!” 
 
In the same way, the chief priests and the teachers of the Law and the 
elders jeered at him: “He saved others, but he cannot save himself!    
Isn’t he the king of Israel? If he comes down off the cross now, we will 
believe in him! He trusts in God and claims to be God’s Son.  Well, then, 
let us see if God wants to save him now!” (Matt. 27:39-43). 
 
The centurion was there with his men watching all that happened to Jesus as 
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he was sentenced to death by Pilate, mocked by the soldiers, forced to carry 
his cross beam to the place of execution, nailed to his cross, and crucified. 
What led him to exclaim after Jesus died, as Matthew and Mark both tell us 
he did, that Jesus “really was the Son of God”? (Matt. 27:54; Mark 15:39). 
 
Well, let’s follow the events of Jesus’ crucifixion and see if we can work out 
what led the centurion to finally make this cry, after Jesus finally died, the cry: 
“He really was the Son of God” (Matt. 27:54). 
 
Maybe the centurion was impressed by the way that Jesus faced his 
persecutors and his death…. Matthew tells us that Jesus didn’t say virtually 
anything in response to his persecutors (Matt. 27:14; cf. 26:63). 
 
Even when he was whipped, then mocked by the soldiers as they stripped 
him of his clothes and put a purple robe and a crown of thorns on his head, 
bowing down to him and pretending that he was king of the Jews, and then 
spit on and beaten, Jesus it appears never said a word (Matt. 27:27-31). 
The centurion would have then seen how Jesus faced his crucifixion….     
Maybe he heard some of the things that Jesus said on the cross….    Maybe 
he heard Jesus pray for his soldiers, as Luke tells us he did: 
“Forgive them, Father! For they don’t know what they are doing” (Luke 
23:34).  
 
The centurion would have almost certainly been impressed by the seemingly 
supernatural signs that accompanied Jesus’ death on the cross.    Matthew 
tells us: 
At noon, the whole country was covered with darkness, which lasted for 
three hours (Matt. 27:45). 
 
What caused this overwhelming blanket of darkness?  Well, it couldn’t have 
been an eclipse, “for it was Passover time and with a full moon an eclipse is 
not possible”(Morris, 719). Maybe it was a sandstorm, but whatever it was, 
this darkness was seemingly supernatural, and certainly God sent this 
darkness. 
 
It is a darkness that reminds us of what Jesus was going through then on our 
behalf. He was suffering and dying for us, taking on himself the punishment 
and the judgement that we deserve from God for our “sins” (1 Cor. 15:3; Rom. 
4:25; 1 Peter 2:24). That’s why at about three o’clock in the afternoon, shortly 
before he died, Matthew tells us: 
 
Jesus cried out with a loud shout, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?”, which 
means “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” (Matt. 27:46). 
 
Jesus was feeling the full weight of suffering and dying for our sins! He was 
enduring being abandoned by God, and he was doing it on our behalf. He 
was suffering “hell” for us!! 
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Back to the centurion…. The centurion, as I said, would have almost certainly 
been impressed by the seemingly supernatural signs that accompanied 
Jesus’ death on the cross: first of all the amazing darkness that pervaded all 
for three hours, and then the earthquakes that happened immediately after 
Jesus died on the cross (Matt. 27:51-53). 
 
Listen to what the writer of that Matthew monologue that I mentioned before 
imagines the centurion saying about all this: 
At noon, the sky was blackened with the most dismal clouds I’ve ever 
seen. It was dark as night, and everyone became afraid. I heard Jesus 
cry out with a loud voice some garbled words…. 
 
And then he breathed his last, and a that instant it was as if the whole 
earth was shuddering from grief. There was a quake that caused 
fissures in the ground, one that zigzagged across Calvary from the 
cross to the Pharisees themselves, like the accusing finger of God.  You 
should have heard them cry out in fear! Later someone came running to 
say that the temple curtain covering their Most Holy Place was ripped 
from top to bottom in the tremor. 
 
It all culminates, Matthew tells us, with the centurion seemingly coming to the 
stunning realization that this man was surely who he claimed to be.    Matthew 
tells us that the centurion and the others there exclaimed: 
“He really was the Son of God!”, Lit, “Truly, this man was the Son of God!” 
(Matt. 27:54). 
 

Did the centurion come to faith in Jesus as the Son of God, and our Saviour 
who suffered and died “for our sins”? (1 Cor. 15:3). Did he become a follower 
of “The Way”, as the early Christians were called? (Acts 9:2; cf. 11:26). We 
don’t know! That’s the last that we hear of this centurion…. 
 
But the more important question is: “Have you come to faith in Jesus as the 
Son of God, and your Saviour, who suffered and died on the cross for your 
sins?” “Are you a follower of Jesus who claimed to be “the way, the truth, and 
the life”? (John 14:6). 
 

Conclusion: 
Well, today is “Good Friday”. It is a good day, despite the sadness of it being 
the day on which Jesus, God’s Son, died a horrible death. It is a good day, 
because Jesus suffered and died there for us, “for our sins’, and his suffering 
and death for us means that our life has been changed: we can live our life 
now with peace of mind and with joy, knowing that our sins are forgiven 
because Jesus, God’s Son, took on himself all the punishment and judgment 
that our sins deserve. 
 
I invite you to sing now about your faith in Jesus as your Saviour, and sing 
your thanks to God, as we sing our next song, “Nothing but the blood”… 


