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Sermon: 

Imagine… 
Who here has ever gone through airport security? [pic] Boarding pass please.  Put your bags in a tray.  

Take your jacket off.  Empty your pockets into the bin.  Take your shoes off. Place them in the bin.  Step 

forward. Raise your arms to the side. Is this your laptop? Open it please. Turn it on please…. 

 Annoying isn’t it?  Completely undignified too!  I remember shortly after 9/11 they got really silly 

sometimes.  They’d confiscate fingernail clippers if they were in your carryon luggage.  Now they don’t allow 

you to take liquids through either, unless they’re in little tiny bottles. 

Have you ever been on an international flight? You have to go through customs.  What are you bringing 

into the country? How much did you spend while you were away? Can you open your suitcase please? What’s 

this?  How much did you pay for this? Do you have a receipt? 

 Can you imagine if customs and airport security were combined?  Take off your coat. How much did you 

pay for this coat? Where did you buy it? Take off your belt. Where did you buy this belt? Take off your shoes. Is 

this your laptop? How much did you pay for your shoes? Do you have a receipt for your laptop? Turn it on please. 

No, you can’t bring this water with you.  

 At least all of this hassle is just at the airport, right?  Have you ever gone through a RIDE program stop? 

[pic] These are the checkpoints the police set up at strategic locations on the roads to make sure people aren’t 

drinking and driving. Most of us appreciate these stops because we recognize that the police are trying to stop 

dangerous drunk drivers. We put up with the inconvenience because we see it as part of the greater good.  

But imagine, for a moment, if you combined airport security, customs and police RIDE programs.  Every 

time you had a RIDE stop, the officer could make you get out of your car, empty your pockets into a tray, take off 

your belt, jacket and shoes to be x-rayed.  Then, another officer would start asking you where you bought the 

things you have in your car. Where you’ve been and where you’re going.  How much you spent while you were 

out, etc.  Add to that giving the right to the officers to charge you taxes and duties on things you bought while you 

were out.  Wouldn’t that be ridiculous? 

 Now, imagine that the CRA, Canada Revenue Agency, decided to implement just such a program in order 

to raise income for the government.  Imagine that they set up RIDE programs like this every time you crossed a 

county line. They would have them at all the exits on the 401.  Every time you cross a county line you get pulled 

over, get out of the car, empty your pockets, open your trunk, justify everything you bought and how much you 

paid for it, etc. etc….  

Add to that a demand from the government that these stops raise 1 Billion dollars a year in new 

government revenue, but that anything they raise above that revenue the police departments got to keep, or, worse 

yet, the officers at the checkpoints got to keep themselves!  Wouldn’t that be horrible? Do you think Canadians 

would put up with such a thing?  Can you imagine that there might be some abuses of power?  Do you think the 

government that started such a program would get re-elected? 

 Add to that crazy scenario another factor: imagine that somehow, years from now, ISIS, the radical 

Muslim terrorist group all over the news, manages to take over Canada. Imagine that it’s them who institute such 

a revenue raising scheme.  But instead of using radical Muslims to man the checkpoints and collect the money, 

they hire “regular Canadians” to do it.  How would you feel about that then?  How would you feel about those 

so-called “regular Canadians” who cooperated with ISIS to operate these checkpoints? 

 This gives you a bit of insight into how most people in the Roman Empire felt about tax collectors.  Tax 

collectors were local people who worked for the Roman Empire collecting money from their neighbours 

and countrymen.  So right off the bat, people saw them as collaborators with their conquerors.  They saw them 

as siding with Rome against their own people.  But beyond that, they were also known for their corruption in 

collecting taxes.  “There was no class of men more hated in the ancient world than tax gatherers.” [William 
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Barclay, The Master’s Men, p. 59]  Writers from all over the empire listed tax collectors along with the scum of 

society. 

 Tax collectors were given broad powers to raise revenues for Rome.  A tax collector “could stop a 

man anywhere and demand to see his goods.  He had the right of search, except in the case of married women…. 

The customs officer could at any time compel a man to open his baggage and strip off his clothes, and then he 

could impose almost any tax he liked.” [Barclay, p.61- 62]  Another trick they would pull was to charge an 

outrageous tax of some sort, then offer to loan the person the money to pay the tax but charge them incredibly high 

interest!  Because of such powers and practices, tax collectors were considered criminals by many ordinary 

people.  They concluded that any sort of deception would be acceptable to escape their demands. [Barclay, p. 62]  

Jews, in particular, especially hated tax collectors. For Jews, the evil of a tax collector was more than 

just financial, it was also spiritual.  Why?  Because to many devout Jews, God was the only person worthy of 

being paid tribute. In their mind, paying tribute to anybody other than God was to infringe on God’s sovereignty 

as Lord.  As you may recall, one way the Pharisees tried to entrap Jesus was by asking him if it was lawful, in 

religious terms, to pay taxes to Caesar! [Matt 22:15-22] 

Tax collectors were considered religiously unclean by Jews because their work meant they were 

frequently in contact with Gentiles.  Tax collectors were not allowed to serve at witnesses or judges in legal 

matters. [Barclay, p. 59]  They weren’t even allowed into the Temple to worship!  That is why in Luke 18:13, 

when Jesus tells the story of the Pharisee and the tax collector praying, the tax collector is described as standing 

far off, or at a distance.  [Barclay, p. 59] 

This gives you some of the cultural context for our passages today.  Both texts label Matthew as a tax 

collector.  None of the Gospel writers go into great detail about what that meant, but they do consistently talk 

about tax collectors in a negative way, lumping them in with all kinds of other “sinners.”  Now you know a bit of 

why! 

Text 

Turn with me please in your Bibles to Matthew 9:9-13…. 

But before we dive into our texts, let me give a little bit of context within Matthew’s Gospel.  At the end 

of Matthew 8, we have the account of Jesus crossing the Sea of Galilee and healing the man possessed by a legion 

of demons. Last week, we examined Mark’s account of those events, highlighting the fact that the man who was 

healed was a Gentile and the whole scene was filled with religiously unclean elements.  We talked about how that 

man was the “smallest of seeds” like a mustard seed, but he produced a tremendous crop when he told the people 

in the surrounding cities about his encounter with Jesus. 

At the beginning of Matthew 9, we have the account of Jesus healing a paralyzed man, but before healing 

him, Jesus dared to forgive the man’s sins!  We’re going to look at this more closely in a few weeks, but suffice 

it to say, this was another scandalous act by Jesus. 

Today, looking at Matthew 9:9-13, we are going to study the calling of Matthew to be a disciple. But 

Matthew was a tax collector!  This is the most scandalous event of them all! The calling of Matthew serves as a 

climax of scandalous activity by Jesus.  First he heals a Gentile possessed by a horde of demons. Then he dares to 

forgive a man’s sins. Finally, he calls a tax collector to be one of his inner circle of companions and students. Read 

with me please… 

Stick your program or another bookmark in this spot. We’re going to look at Matthew 10:1-4 in a few 

minutes.  But first, let’s consider Matthew 9. 

What It Says… 
 So what does this text say?  The first thing we come across is “As Jesus went on from there.” Where was 

“there”?  Verse 1 tells us his home town.  As I mentioned, it was there that he healed the paralyzed man after 

forgiving his sins. Luke’s Gospel adds the detail that this was the man who was lowered through the roof of the 

house to get to Jesus. 

 As Jesus was leaving, he saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax collector’s booth.  Mark and Luke’s 

Gospels both name him Levi in their accounts of his calling. (Mark 2:14; Luke 5:27-28)  But it was not 

uncommon in the ancient world for a person to go by several names. [RT France, Matthew, p. 166]  In his own 

Gospel, Matthew consistently refers to himself as Matthew.  The name Matthew means “gift from God” and 
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it is possible that this was a name Jesus gave him, similar to Jesus renaming Simon as Peter. [Barclay, p. 58] 

 Matthew was sitting in the tax collector’s booth.  Mark tells us in Mark 2:1 that he was in Capernaum. 

Capernaum was on a major road going from one district to another. It was also by shores of the Sea of Galilee. So 

Capernaum was a prime location for collecting taxes and tariffs on goods going by land or sea from one region to 

another. [France, p. 166; Barclay, p. 63] 

 We are not told specifically, but it is possible that from his spot in the tax collector’s booth, Matthew had 

seen and heard Jesus preach along the shores of the Sea of Galilee before. [Barclay, p. 64]  But we don’t know of 

any previous direct conversations between Matthew and Jesus.  Imagine Matthew’s surprise, then, when a 

popular teacher, clearly a religious leader, called him, a tax collector to follow him!  The command, “Follow 

me,” means more than just “come over here.” It is an invitation to become a student, to learn from Jesus by 

sharing life with Jesus.  It is a powerful, if low-key invitation.  This word of calling, “Follow me,” has the power 

to pull a person away from all that which until then had been most precious to them (fishing, boats, parents) or 

from that which had until then had most debased them (colonialism, money).”  [Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew 

vol 1, p. 335]  

 Matthew got up and followed Jesus.  Luke tells us more explicitly, he got up, “left everything,” and 

followed him. [Luke 5:28]  We must not underestimate the significance of Matthew’s response!  Working 

for the Romans, or even for one of their local kings as Matthew probably was, was not a job that you could just up 

and quite with ease!  For Matthew, there was no chance to go back. [Leon Morris, Matthew, p. 220]  Peter 

and the other disciples who were fishermen would return to fishing if they had to. In fact, after the resurrection, 

they did just that for a time! But Matthew would have had no such options.  First off, his position was a lucrative 

one, so it would have been filled quickly by somebody else. We must remember that Matthew was making “a 

great material sacrifice when we walked out of that office.”  [Morris, p. 219] 

Second, you don’t walk out on the Romans and expect no repercussions.  One of my professors in 

seminary pointed out that it was probably in Matthew’s favour that Jesus and the disciples moved around a lot. He 

likely had people looking for him! [Michael Knowles] 

The next thing we know, Jesus and his disciples are having dinner at Matthew’s house!  Not only that, but 

Matthew has invited all of his co-workers to join them.  The first thing Matthew did after meeting Jesus was 

to invite all his friends to meet Jesus too!  [Barclay, p. 63]   

Eating together was, and is, a sign of intimacy.  For Jesus to eat with Matthew was a sign that Matthew 

was accepted fully. To eat with the other tax collectors was a sign that Jesus accepted them too! [France, p. 167]  

Jesus didn’t merely pass along teachings and wisdom from afar, he actually joined them in fellowship for a meal.  

Pharisees would have accepted repentant tax collectors and sinners, but they would not have sought them out like 

Jesus is doing here. “This was a new thing in Judaism!” [Morris, p. 221 n. 27] 

 And that is why the Pharisees who heard about this were bewildered. They asked Jesus’ other disciples 

why Jesus ate with “Tax collectors and sinners”?  Note that they didn’t have the courage to ask Jesus directly!  

Jesus then tells them that he came to find sinners, not the righteous, just as a doctor comes to help the sick, not the 

healthy.  Jesus then tells the Pharisees, experts in the Old Testament, to go back and consider again the meaning 

of Hosea 6:6, that says “I [God] desire mercy, not sacrifice.” [France, p. 168]   

 As a point of interest, the Greek word “mercy” is often how they translated the Hebrew word “hesed” in 

the OT, which in English is usually translated “steadfast love.” [France, p. 168] The Hebrew concept of God’s 

“hesed” love or mercy is at the heart of the Christian understanding of agape love.  So, conceptually speaking, 

Jesus tells the Pharisees, “Go back and ponder what God meant in Hosea when he said, ‘I desire agape love, not 

religious sacrifice as worship.’”  

What It Means… 

 So what does all this mean?  We see here that Jesus chose the most unlikely person in all of Capernaum to 

be his follower.  Matthew, a tax collector, was seen as a collaborator with the enemy, Rome.  He was rich, but 

his wealth was gained at the expense of his countrymen.  He was likely dishonest in his job, abusing his power to 

gather more taxes than he was entitled to. He was a social outcast whose only friends were other social outcasts in 

the same line of work as he was.   

As I mentioned, from Matthew 8 to our text there is an increasing degree of scandal surrounding Jesus and 
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his actions.  It’s bad enough that he went to Gentile territory and healed the demon possessed man, but most of 

the Jews back home wouldn’t have known about that. It was scandalous that he dared to forgive a man’s sins, but 

he also healed him, which showed that at least on some level he was right about being able to forgive his sins.  

But this takes the cake- he not only talked to a tax collector, he not only at in a tax collector’s home, but he 

actually chose this tax collector to be one of his disciples!   

Remember last week when I said that the other disciples were probably glad when Jesus turned down the 

formerly demon possessed man’s request to join them?  To have travelled around with a Gentile would have been 

too scandalous!  But now, not much longer later, Jesus calls a tax collector to join them! This was even worse! 

[Bruner, p. 334] 

We are reminded of John Calvin’s lesson that our calling is not based on our merit, but on Christ’s 

merit, generously calling “reclaimed sinners.” [cited by Bruner, p. 334]  “Jesus had chosen the man whom all 

men hated, the man who was lost to shame and lost to honour, and made him one of his men…. It took Jesus to see 

the apostle buried in the tax collector of Capernaum.” [Barclay, p. 63] 

 But we can’t stop here.  Yes, it is astounding that Jesus called a tax collector, the lowest of the low, to be 

his disciple.  But we have another text to read as well, and that text gives us even more insight into the radical call 

of Jesus. 

 Please open your Bibles again to Matthew 10:1-4….   

This is the account of Jesus first commissioning his disciples to go out in his name to carry on Jesus’ 

mission.  Several of the disciples have already been called, including Matthew, so this is not their selection, but 

their commissioning. [France, p. 176] This is their commissioning as Jesus’ agents. 

Our concern this morning, however, is not in the nature of the calling, but in those being called. The 

beginning of the list of names is familiar.  Most of us recognize the disciples Peter, James and John. Notice, too, 

that Matthew refers to “Simon (who is called Peter),” the example we mentioned earlier of men going by two 

names. 

Although we are familiar with the beginning of the list, we are not nearly as familiar with the rest of the 

list.  We know little of Bartholomew, Philip, James son of Alphaeus or Thaddaeus.  One thing we do know from 

Mark’s Gospel is that Matthew was also the son of Alphaeus! (Mark 2:14)  So Matthew and James were brothers, 

like Peter and Andrew, James and John! 

At the end of the list we see the infamous Judas Iscariot who betrayed Jesus. But what about the man 

named right before him?  That is Simon the Zealot.  What does it mean that Simon was a Zealot?  Today we 

talk about zealots, or “religious zealots” and we mean people who are violently passionate about their religion.  

That’s because the Zealots in ancient Israel were a violent, militant group of Jews who, by today’s 

standards, would be considered terrorists! 

The Zealots were “the most fervent patriots.” [Barclay, p. 94] Sadly, though, they were also, eventually, to 

become the downfall of Jerusalem.  Between the time of Jesus’ birth, during the days of King Herod, and the time 

of his ministry, there formed a group of religious freedom fighters that later became known as the political party, 

the Zealots.  Although the official party didn’t exist by that name in Jesus’ day, the description of Zealot would 

have already carried the meaning of violent, patriotic religious freedom fighter.  How did they come about? 

When Herod the Great died, he divided his kingdom up into four sections, each to be governed by one of 

his sons.  Herod Antipas, who became the king over the region containing Galilee, shows up in the Gospels 

frequently.  He was one of the sons. 

Because Judea was governed by Rome, this division of the kingdom had to be ratified by Roman officials.  

Between the time of Herod’s death and the ratification of the new kings, however, a man named Judas the 

Galilean led an insurrection against Roman rule in Judea.  He gathered a bunch of revolutionaries, armed them, 

and tried to kick the Romans out during the confusion and lack of leadership in the wake of Herod’s death.  The 

Romans crushed the revolt, but the influence of the revolt lead to the rise of the Zealots. [Barclay, p. 95] 

For the Zealots, their revolution was more than just political. It was also religious.  Remember 

earlier when I said that Jews particularly hated tax collectors? Remember it was because conservative Jews 

considered believed only God was worthy of tribute.  For the Zealots, paying tribute Rome was blasphemy.  

That was part of the motivation behind their revolts. [Barclay, p. 95]  God was their only ruler, their only Lord, so 
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only God deserved tribute. 

Over the years, the Zealots devolved into assassins and practiced guerrilla warfare.  They would kill 

Romans whenever they had the chance. They would also kill any Jews who were seen as compromising or siding 

with the Romans.  They were “fanatical Jewish nationalists who had a heroic disregard for the suffering involved 

in the struggle for what they regarded as the purity of their faith.” [Barclay, p. 96] 

In AD 70, when Rome had finally had enough of Jerusalem’s violent uprisings, they laid siege to the city.  

The Zealots in Jerusalem killed anybody who proposed negotiating with the Romans or suggested surrendering.  

Once the city fell, there were still some Zealots left holding out.  When they realized there was no hope of escape, 

instead of surrendering to the Romans, they chose to kill their wives and children and then commit suicide. Only 

a handful of the women and children survived. [Barclay, p. 97] 

Why am I telling you this?  Because I want you to understand where Simon the Zealot was coming from.  

His was the group that would eventually, about 40 years later, rather die than compromise with Rome. Yet here is 

Simon the Zealot travelling with, living with, learning with Matthew the tax collector!  “If Simon had met 

Matthew under any other circumstances, he would have murdered him!” [Barclay, p. 98] 

He wouldn’t have just disliked him. He wouldn’t have just hated him. He would have assassinated him!  

Matthew was a collaborator. He was unclean. He sided with Rome against Jews. He was corrupt. His work helped 

fund the Roman government, which meant his work helped pay to keep Roman soldiers in Jerusalem.  Simon the 

Zealot would have been Matthew’s number one enemy and threat under any other circumstances! 

But what happened?  Both men had a powerful, transformative encounter with Jesus. Both men were 

transformed by the love the Christ. “Just as Jesus tamed the wild [man] in the tombs in the eighth chapter, so he 

can tame the economic and political passions that make people reactionary or radical in every age.” [Bruner, p. 

370]  Here we have a Roman sell-out and a Jewish freedom fighter actually living side by side in agape love!  

Why? Because both of them found in Jesus the answer to the questions and yearnings that had driven them to their 

extreme lifestyles.  Including both Simon the Zealot and Matthew the tax collector in the list of Jesus’ apostles 

shows the breadth of Jesus’ appeal. [France, p. 177] 

 Just as it took Jesus to see the apostle buried in the tax collector in Capernaum, it took Jesus to bring 

reconciliation between the tax collector and the Zealot.  We know nothing about the calling of Simon the Zealot, 

but we know the result. Like Matthew, Simon the Zealot left everything behind to follow Jesus. He surrendered 

his militant political methods, his violence and even his prejudices in order to follow Jesus.  I’m sure there were 

many times he struggled to eat with Matthew. If he was in Matthew’s house that day when Matthew threw the 

dinner party, it might have been the most difficult day of his life up to that point. But ultimately Simon and 

Matthew both found their new identity in Jesus to be so compelling, so fulfilling and so complete that not only did 

they tolerate one another, but they came to love one another with agape love. 

Why It Matters…. 
 So why does this matter?  Yes, it’s a hear warming story about two men who became friends two 

thousand years ago. But does it matter today?  Yes! It does. 

 Jesus gave his disciples a new commandment- to love one another.  That is, to love one another with a 

divine, self-giving love primarily concerned with the well-being of others.  This is agape love.  It has nothing to 

do with whether or not we like the other person, agree with them, agree with their politics, or even their religious 

distinctives.  We are called to be primarily concerned with their well-being, in particular their spiritual 

well-being. 

 At Priory, we value belonging.  Belonging means that we feel loved, and that we are welcomed into 

relationship and community no matter what walk of life we come from, all in an atmosphere of seeking 

peace and unity. We want to model in our community what we see in the community that surrounded Jesus.  In 

the twelve, we see a tremendous diversity of political views, religious views, economic status and educational 

status.  This is further developed in the early church to which Paul proclaims that in Christ there is no Jew nor 

Gentile, male nor female, slave nor free. (Gal 3:28)  We all belong to Christ. 

 In order to develop this community of belonging at Priory, we seek to practice the love of Christ, that 

divine self-giving agape love. That is what transformed Matthew and Simon both.  Jesus was primarily 

concerned with Matthew’s spiritual well-being, but in order to demonstrate that concern, he also met Matthew’s 



 
 

6 

social need of acceptance and belonging, as well as forgiveness for having worked with the Romans.   

 Although we don’t have the details, we know Jesus also showed that kind of love to Simon the Zealot. 

Chances are, he had to forgive Simon for murder!   

 One result of the forgiveness and love they found in Christ was that Simon and Matthew, along with the 

other disciples, developed authentic, honest relationships.  It probably took time. Jesus ministered for at least 

three years with these men. I’m sure there were arguments around the camp fire, dirty looks walking along the 

road, and gasps of surprise when one of them fell into a habit or practice of their old lifestyle.  It wasn’t an instant 

community of love. But over time, they became unified. With the exception of Judas Iscariot, they were all still 

present in Acts when Jesus returned to Heaven and sent his Spirit upon them at Pentecost. 

 At Priory, we value community like this too. We know it will take time, but we want people at Priory to 

develop honest, authentic relationships with one another because of the new identity and forgiveness we have 

found in Christ.  We want to develop relationships in which we seek the well-being of one another, to build one 

another up and care for one another’s needs.  We want to seek to resolve conflict in a Christ-like way and to stand 

up to injustice. 

 We also value diversity at Priory.  We value diversity of race, gender, age and denominational 

background.  We want to be intentional in seeking the wisdom and experience that comes with such diversity.  

We are not seeking uniformity.  We don’t want everybody to be the same. We don’t want everybody to think the 

same. We value diversity, even though it brings difficulties in getting along sometimes.  We don’t have to agree 

with one another to love one another.  We don’t have to have the same politics, preferences or practices in order 

to be a Christian community. In fact, the witness of the Christian community comes precisely because of our 

diversity!  In Christ, we find unity in our diversity. 

 If you look around this room, you can clearly see that we have a rich cultural and racial diversity in our 

church family. Once you start to get to know people here, once you start to hear people’s stories, you realize that 

we have a rich denominational diversity too. We have people here with Catholic backgrounds, Mennonite 

backgrounds, Pentecostal backgrounds, Brethren backgrounds and even a few with Baptist backgrounds!  This 

means we don’t always agree on how things should be done. We don’t have the same tastes and preferences when 

it comes to worship or church structures or formats. But we all know the same Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ and 

through the power of his Spirit, we find a way to love one another and to get along knowing that Jesus is the most 

important thing. 

 We want Priory to be a place to belong for people from all walks of life, all ages and races and abilities.  I 

was hoping Judy was going to be able to be here this morning to share her testimony. She’s a great example of a 

person who has found Priory to be a place to belong, grow and serve. Why? Because she loves Jesus and so do we! 

Judy may have an acquired brain injury, but she loved Jesus and she loves people.  If an acquired brain injury is 

what it takes to love God and to love people, then I want to go around hitting people in the head with a shovel! 

 But that’s the beauty of the love of Christ and the sense of belonging it brings.  It creates a community in 

which people can know others and be known in return, where they can love others and be loved in return.  That’s 

what we see in Jesus’ twelve disciples. That’s what we want to see in our church family.  That is our vision for 

the future.  In a community in which broken people belong, they can find wholeness through the love of 

Christ.  

 Will you join us on this journey? Will you commit to learning how to love people who are different from 

you? Will you put the love, forgiveness and acceptance you’ve found in Christ in practice in your own 

relationships with others?  If so, then Priory is the place for you! 

Amen. 

 


