
Matthew 9:9-13 

 

If you were putting together a group of trusted friends, people who would stand by you in difficult 

times, who would continue an important task you had to give them, who you choose? I suspect 

you’d want people you could rely on; people you admired, perhaps people whose reputations were 

good and who you knew would reflect well on you. The last thing you’d do is go around gathering 

together those with questionable pasts, people with compromised integrity, or those widely regarded 

as shady, unscrupulous, or untrustworthy. Yet that is precisely what Jesus does when he calls 

Matthew. 

Matthew is perhaps the most enigmatic of the apostles, a real outsider invited into the fold. Jesus 

had a knack for inviting shady fellows to be part of his group (think of Judas the Zealot) We don’t 

know a huge amount about him, but we do know this: he was a tax collector. Now, when we hear 

that today, we might imagine someone working quietly for HMRC or doing the accounts for the 

local council. It may not be the most exciting job, but perfectly respectable. But in Jesus’ time, “tax 

collector” meant something quite different. Matthew was a Jew who collected taxes from his fellow 

Jews on behalf of Rome, the occupying power. Although, some think he may have been more of a 

customs official, someone sitting at a toll booth on the main trade road through Capernaum, 

charging people as their goods passed across the border into Herod Antipas’ territory. Either way, 

the effect was the same: he was seen as a traitor to his fellow Jews, collaborator, someone to be 

avoided. His job put him outside the community, he would have been viewed with suspicion, 

perhaps even contempt. He was unpatriotic, working for the enemy, and unclean, cut off from the 

rituals and religious life of his people.  

But then along comes this wandering rabbi, Jesus of Nazareth, and he does the unthinkable. He 

looks Matthew in the eye and says simply: “Follow me.” With two words, Jesus not only invites 

Matthew into his company but restores his dignity. He reaches across all the social and religious 

boundaries that had kept Matthew outside of his society and says: “You belong. You are wanted. 

You are called.” Hardly surprising then that Matthew doesn’t hesitate: he gets up and follows. The 

one who was outside suddenly finds himself inside. The outcast is now the valued member. 

Goodness knows what Jesus' other disciples might have said: “him?!? you cant be serious Rabbi!”  

Of course, if the disciples don't like it, then those “respectable” Pharisees  can’t stomach it. When 

Jesus later sits at dinner with Matthew and a whole crowd of tax collectors and so-called “sinners”, 

the religious leaders don't waste any time complaining. Not to Jesus, but to his disciples. “Why does 

your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” It was scandalous, unfathomable, a deliberate 

affront to their traditions and ideas of holiness. For them, holiness meant separation, keeping 

yourself uncontaminated, steering clear of those who didn’t measure up. Jesus responds by saying  

“It is not the healthy who need a doctor,” he says, “but the sick. Go and learn what this means: ‘I 

desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”  

Here we see the very heart of the gospel: nobody is beyond the realm of God’s kingdom. Nobody is 

so far gone, so compromised, so entangled in their past that they cannot be called, healed, and 

restored. In the words of one commentator: “the kingdom of God is not a club for the respectable; it 

is a feast for the forgiven.”  

And what does this mean for us? 

First, it is good news for anyone who has ever felt on the margins, anyone who has wondered if 

they truly belong, anyone who carries shame about their past. Matthew’s story tells us that Jesus 

sees you, calls you, and welcomes you. There are no outsiders in his kingdom, only those who 

haven’t yet heard his invitation. Secondly, it is a challenge to the rest of us. How easy it is to fall 

into the Pharisees’ way of thinking, to divide the world into “us” and “them,” the righteous and the 

unrighteous, the respectable and the disreputable. Those on the inside, and outsiders. But Jesus will 

have none of it. His kingdom breaks down those barriers, and if we are to be his disciples, we too 

are called to practice that wide, merciful welcome. Matthew’s story reminds us that grace is always 



bigger than we think. It reaches further, it crosses boundaries, it breaks down walls. It is not about 

keeping out the unworthy but about inviting in the unexpected. So let us be encouraged, for none of 

us is beyond the reach of God’s mercy. Also let us take care, that in our words and actions, we 

reflect that same mercy to others. Christ has not come to call the perfect, but the imperfect; not the 

righteous, but sinners... people like Matthew, and people like you and me. And, incidentally, as 

Jesus saw, those people with the questionable pasts, compromised integrity, and the shady, 

unscrupulous & untrustworthy rascals, they often make the best disciples.  

Amen. 

 


