	Sermon The calling of Matthew

Introduction
If you haven’t watched the popular Netflix series ‘The Chosen’ I urge you to. This drama of many seasons tells the story of Jesus of Nazareth, portraying his life and ministry primarily through the eyes of the ordinary people who interacted with him daily. 
Yes, there is a lot of ‘poetic license’, especially in the characters of the disciples, who are portrayed with all the human quirks and fallibility we recognise in each other.  The character of Matthew is one of the most interesting, and I think, endearing of all. 
Matthew’s calling encourages us to remember that Jesus chose people who others would most certainly overlook or disregard. 

As Paul wrote in 1 Corinthian 1:27 (and as certain people in my family like to quote to me):

‘God chose the foolish things of the world 
to shame the wise; 
God chose the weak things of the world 
to shame the strong.’

There’s a backhanded compliment if ever there was one!

Main

Typically, if you want a great team you pick the best people, don’t you?

Those of us eagerly anticipating the mens football World Cup will have noticed the shock choices (and omissions) of Thomas Toocool’s  (Tuchel) selected England team. Some players everyone assumed would be on the team were left out, other surprise individuals were selected. 
The “brave” England manager made his choices regardless of players’ reputations and fans expectations.

If you have an important mission, you gather an impressive team before you go out and face the world.

You look for those who excel: 

The gifted.      
The academic.
The winsome.        
The articulate.       
The popular.

Not Jesus.
It seems to me that Jesus goes out of his way to select people who do not measure up to the world’s standards. We’re not sure what all the disciples’ backgrounds were, but several of them were just fishermen, some were brothers, one was a Tax Collector, another a zealot, and  one might have been an accountant, who became the Treasurer. 

Jesus chooses ordinary people for God’s extraordinary mission.

I often wish I had been a fly on the wall at some of the gatherings of the 12 disciples. What a motley crew. Can you imagine the irritations, ego-contests, indignations and frustrations that must have arisen between them?

Choosing Matthew to follow Jesus was particularly controversial.  Working for Herod Antipas, Matthew, a Jew, collected taxes from his fellow Jews to pass on to the Roman leaders. Working for and liaising with the Gentiles (non-Jewish people) was viewed as a betrayal to their Jewish brethren.

Working for the Inland Revenue today isn’t particularly popularising, but it is well regulated. Tax collectors in Jesus’ time were unchecked by the Roman governors and they often abused their powers. They were allowed to extract more from the public than the Roman authorities required, and could keep the extra for themselves. This kind of dishonesty and extortion made them particularly unpopular in society, and they were categorised as ‘sinners’ who were outside God’s laws.

And Jesus chooses one of them to be his follower.

What was Jesus thinking?!!!!

It doesn’t appear that Matthew has done anything to merit being called.
He is invited - just as he is - to follow Jesus.

And so now Jesus enters into territory that no Rabbi would ever be seen near.  In that culture, sharing a meal with a person implied intimacy, endorsement and friendship. And here is Jesus reclining and eating among ‘tax collectors and sinners.’

Jesus chooses a scorned outcast to become a close disciple. He will entrust Matthew with God’s mission to the world. It is quite unbelievable.  As is God’s kingdom way.

God gives the kingdom to those who have no righteousness of their own. Why? Because it is then blatantly obvious that God’s GRACE is what brings us into relationship with God, and not our own efforts.

During my Ordination Training I did a placement at Feltham Young Offender Institute.  During my weeks there the Christian chaplains were using the Prison Fellowship Sycamore Tree programme which promotes restorative justice.
One afternoon we watched a video called : The Woolf Within, the true story about Will Riley and Peter Woolf.
Will, who lived in North London, came face to face with Peter, a burglar who had broken into his home (a man who described himself in the video as a ‘walking crimewave’). 

They ended up having a verbal confrontation which resulted in a violent fight after which Peter was caught and ultimately imprisoned.  

As time went on Will became increasingly fearful and anxious about entering his home; the crime committed against him was impacting his life and mental health.
 
Police asked Will and Peter if they were interested in taking part in a Restorative Justice programme.
And so, the criminal encountered his victim. As they spoke, face to face, Peter, who had led a life of crime, heard about the harm his actions had caused Will and his eyes were opened as he came face to face with the type of man he was. 

Although Will had every reason to want his perpetrator punished, he was more concerned that Peter had the opportunity to change; he wanted transformation more than punishment.

As they worked together, as Will’s life became involved with Peter’s, as they faced the harm Peter’s action had caused, real change came and Peter’s life turned around; he has never reoffended since.[image: Image]




It was not condemnation, but the coming together of grace and offence that brought transformation.

Jesus and his other new disciples have fellowship with society’s rejects, making themselves ritually unclean in the eyes of the law.  And the Pharisees are appalled at the scandal. They were expecting a messiah who would crush the sinner and elevate the righteous ~ and so they demand an explanation: 

(Verse 11) When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?”
Jesus responds to their criticism:

“It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. 13 But go and learn what this means: 
‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’
For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”


Just as a doctor has to engage with and touch the sick patient, so Jesus gets right in there among those who need healing.  What Jesus is saying is: 
‘I’m here because this is where God is most needed.’

Jesus isn’t saying that the Pharisees are spiritually well and the tax collectors aren’t, I think he is identifying those who recognise their need over the self-righteous who think they are in good spiritual health.

People who acknowledge they are sick know they need a Dr 
…and people who are spiritually in a bad way know they need God.

Where do you fit in? Are you spiritually healthy? 
Or might you need a spiritual health check?

Jesus references an Old Testament scripture from Hosea 6:6,
 "I will have mercy, and not sacrifice." 
Jesus prioritises compassion over his holy reputation.

The Pharisees believed that associating with ‘sinners’ would contaminate Jesus. But instead, Jesus’ invitation to Matthew brought the sinner into a place of holiness.

In the story of the calling of Matthew, we understand that 
the change comes after the calling.
If you are someone who thinks you have get yourself sorted out before you come to Jesus, then you have missed the point. You are invited to follow Jesus, just as you are, warts ‘n’ all, to commune with the living God.   
You are called into relationship with God, through Jesus Christ, not through your own efforts or goodness, but because because of God’s grace and unending love for you. Jesus died on the cross for you - and rose so that you too will rise from death. 
And when I say you will rise from death I mean you can be spiritually reborn now, and eternally resurrected after death.

This is a promise to those who believe.
Do we have the faith to accept the promise?

The Pharisees trusted in their own human performance. 
In our other reading, Romans 4, God called Abraham, who trusted, not in himself but in God’s promise. Despite his old age and having no children, with all the evidence pointing against what God promised, Abraham had confidence in God’s faithfulness.

Whatever the evidence of your life, God has called you and will wait for your response. But you have to stop gazing at the circumstances of your life and focus instead on the grace of God: you cannot save yourself, but Christ can save you.


Jesus was (v25)
‘delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.’

God has done the impossible.
He takes what is not and makes it so.
He chooses the lost and they become found.
He takes the unholy and by grace makes them holy:

Did you notice that we are not told why Matthew followed Jesus, but it seems that he responded immediately and without question or delay. For Matthew, this was a bold move because leaving his job would mean leaving his opportunity to get rich quick. Matthew is called from the unholy place he is in, he follows and he trusts Jesus and he becomes a vehicle for spreading the good news.


To Summarise:

We do not have to delay following Jesus Christ.
God doesn’t wait for us to become worthy before calling us; we are changed during the process of following Christ.

Thankfully the kingdom of God is built on God’s grace and not our own merit.

Paul puts it well in Ephesians 2:8-9: 
'For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—  not by works, so that no one can boast.’


We don’t need to earn our way to God, but we do need to trust
Both Abraham and Matthew were called, not because of their worthiness but their willingness to follow.

Abraham’s circumstances suggested he would have no descendants - but his trust in God led him to become the Father of many nations.

Matthew’s sinful situation should have precluded him from God’s favour, and yet Jesus called him for God’s mission to the world. 

We are all called, just as we are.

And Matthew’s calling should be an encouragement to us all. ~ From despised tax collector to valued disciple.

If God calls, then he sees potential in us that we may be blinded to. We must not let our past, or our present, deter us from following Jesus.
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