Sermon A Pentecost 2_2026__SCED
Two of our Bible readings today are about Abraham.  In Genesis we hear the story of God’s call to Abraham , and in Paul’s letter to the Romans, there is a reflection on that story.   Both texts recall to us the faith and the righteousness of Abraham, who despite being 75 years old left his country, his kindred and his father’s house, and obeyed God’s call to travel from Ur in Chaldea (now Southern Mesopotamia) to the Negeb, the Southern part of Israel.  This was a distance of approximately 1600 kilometers.
So strong was Abraham’s faith that he was able to convince his wife Sarah and his nephew Lot that the journey was God’s will, so that they were willing to accompany him. (I can imagine the lively discussions around the kitchen table in Ur before that decision was eventually made).  

In his walk with God, Abraham did not for a minute doubt God’s promises that he would become the father of a great nation, even although he and Sarah had no children, he was very old, and Sarah was past childbearing age.  This willingness unquestioningly to follow God’s call and make such a cataclysmically life-changing move, and to believe the promises of God in all circumstances, leads to him being recognised as typifying the person of deep faith, and we are told that this was accounted to him by God as righteousness. Thus Abraham is seen not only as the father of the Jewish nation, but as an example to all Christian followers of Jesus too.
The Gospel story this morning is also a story about a call, this time Jesus’ call of Matthew the tax-collector.   This story is notable because of the immediacy and spontaneity of Matthew’s response to Jesus.  Jesus said “follow me” to this presumably  unknown tax collector, and Matthew, seems to have found in that moment faith as strong as Abraham’s, as he got up immediately and followed Jesus without question.

There are three points about Jesus’ call to Matthew that I would like to talk about today.  I firstly would like to look at the fact that Jesus called Matthew at all; secondly, that Matthew found it in his heart to make a faithful response; and thirdly, what it must have meant for Matthew and what it means for each of us to become a follower of Christ.

Firstly…Jesus called Matthew.  Within the context of first century Judaism, this calling is in itself remarkable.  Matthew was a Jew who was also a Roman collaborator.  He collected the Romans’ quite stiff taxes from the ordinary people; and if he was a typical tax collector, he probably also collected a generous cut for himself.  He would have been regarded as both a traitor and a swindler, by everyday Jews.  Imagine the scandal, in Jesus, the Son of Man, calling him.  How could Jesus be so lacking in discernment to choose someone like him?   

Perhaps some of us have the same problem in understanding God today.  It is hard to have humility when we look and see what appears to be the favour of God or the blessing of God working in the lives of people that we dislike.  In this, we fail to understand that God’s love for all of us human beings is so great that where we look at others and sometimes feel a strong judgementalism (sometimes we think with good reason), God sees the good in a person, the loveliness as well as the unloveliness.  God knows the strength as well as the weaknesses of each one of us. And God knew that despite some unpromising signs, Matthew would be a good and faithful servant, once the force of God’s call was heard in his life.

Now, secondly, the fact that Matthew found it in his heart to make an immediate response…  One well-known twentieth-century Swiss theologian,  Karl Barth believed that for each human person there is a moment, or there are moments, of crisis in their lives.  And by this Barth means crises of a spiritual sort, when we come face to face with a loving saviour, and there is the chance of saying “Yes” to God in full awareness that such a response could cost us dearly; or to say “no” to God, and sidle away with the awareness that our lives are too enmeshed in everyday concerns to truly follow Christ.  Karl Barth would have no difficulty in understanding Matthew’s response to Jesus.  Here, he would say, is one such moment of crisis. In these moments when people come face to face with Christ, amazing things can happen; remarkable life-changing decisions can be made.  A rich hard-hearted tax collector can become a child of God in the matter of an instant!  It is perhaps a good exercise for each one if us to reflect on the crisis moments of our faith, and to discern God’s hand in them.  In this way we may be able to rejoice in our common heritage with St Matthew as those who have responded to God’s call.

And my third point: what will this response have meant for Matthew?  Well, it will undoubtedly have meant that he would have had to give away all his worldly riches, and that he would be joining a group of disciples many of whom would retain a great deal of suspicion and hatred for him, for a long time after he joined them.  In the film “Jesus of Nazareth” which came out in the late seventies, the producer, Franco Zeferrelli placed some imaginary sequences in the film.  One of these was to suggest that Simon Peter hated Matthew and was unwilling to accept that Jesus had called a traitor to be a disciple too.  The upshot of this in the film is their very moving reconciliation when Peter realises he too is a sinner, and that he is just as guilty as Matthew though perhaps in different ways. Another scene shows Matthew being taunted by Simon the Zealot who was also Jesus’ disciple but who had been drawn from one of the extreme anti-Roman groups at this time, and who would clearly not have felt well-disposed towards a fellow disciple who until very recently had been a Roman collaborator.  In the context of considering the disciples’ suspicions about Matthew, we realise that a good question to ask ourselves is “which of our fellow disciples do we not feel well disposed towards?”
Through Abraham and Matthew we are able today to be in touch with God’s hand in the crisis moments of faith, and with the strength of the sense of calling that can at times draw each one of us closer to God and sometimes dramatically change our lives. And it is specifically through the story of St Matthew that we become aware of the value that God places on each one of us, and the responsibility God delivers into our hands as we live our lives as followers of Christ, albeit imperfect ones. 
Both Abraham and Matthew have much to teach us: about faith and faithfulness, as well as open-heartedness to receive and accept God’s call to us.  We pray that we may find the grace to place our lives and futures into God’s hand, and to trust in the promises of eternal blessedness for those who respond to God’s call. Amen
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