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Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Before Jesus called him by the gospel, Matthew was a tax collector, an extortioner who overcharged the 

Roman taxes and pocketed the surplus for himself. 

And like Zacchaeus and the other tax collectors, Matthew was hated by his fellow Jews. They despised 

him because he was in league with the Roman occupiers. He was taking advantage of his own people, getting rich 

by stealing. 

So the Pharisees were shocked that Jesus spent time with tax collectors and prostitutes and other obvious 

public sinners. They thought he was guilty by association. The Pharisees didn’t do these things. Or at least, they 

kept their sins hidden. To all public appearances, the Pharisees were upright, law-abiding, Bible-believing, good 

people. 

But the Pharisees were self-righteous. In their hearts they thought, “Unlike all of you sinners, I’ve kept 

the Law. I’ve never murdered, committed adultery, or stolen. I go to church, tithe, and help the poor. I have 

nothing for which to repent.” 

The Pharisees said they had no sin, but they deceived themselves. Spare us, O Lord, from such error, from 

thinking we need no repentance. Because there is more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over 99 

righteous persons who say they have no need of repentance. 

The tax collectors, on the other hand, simply didn’t care. They weren’t trying to impress anyone with their 

righteousness. They were only after money and success. 

They didn’t care, because they didn’t believe in God. They may have been Jews, but they didn’t believe 

what the Scripture says about usury and the love of money, that these things are evil. They didn’t believe God is 

actually watching over us, to punish sin. 

Both kinds of people are everywhere in the world today, even in the church. There are certainly Pharisees, 

conceited in their self-righteous pride, who think in their hearts that they’re right with God because they go to 

church, tithe, help the poor, do all kinds of community service. 

And there are also many tax collectors, people who don’t care whether they’re keeping God’s law or not, 

because they don’t believe that God exists or punishes evil. They’re just happy to be winning at life. Such people 

think they’re good enough, because they don’t judge others, they don’t hurt anyone. They live and let live, 

accepting all viewpoints and lifestyles. 

But what does Jesus say? You’re all sinners, all of you. You all must repent. Repent, for the kingdom of 

heaven is at hand. There is none righteous, no not one. I came not to call the righteous, but sinners. If you would 

be righteous, then you must first be a sinner and be counted with sinners. For those who are well have no need of 

a physician, but those who are sick. 

Jesus ate and drank with sinners because he came to deal with the problem of sin, to treat sin and heal 

sinners. He came to pay for all of our sin by his holy death and his holy precious blood, and even to make us his 

brothers. He came to reconcile us to the Father. 

So whatever kind of sinner you are, put aside your self-righteousness. Confess your sin, and listen to what 

Jesus said to Matthew. “Follow me!” Leave it all behind. Turn your attention away from yourself, to me. To Jesus 

and his righteousness. 

That day, the Holy Spirit worked a miracle in Matthew’s heart, through the words of Jesus. When he heard 

the call, “Follow me,” he didn’t hesitate. He forsook all his sin and covetousness. He turned away from the love 

money and left it all behind, to follow Jesus. 

Only the Holy Spirit can work such a miracle. That’s what we say in the Small Catechism, in the Third 

Article of the Creed: “I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or 

come to Him; but the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified and kept 

me in the true faith.” 

I cannot come to Jesus on my own. Neither could Matthew, without the Holy Spirit. And neither can you. 

You cannot come to Jesus, unless the Holy Spirit calls you. 
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So work a miracle in our hearts today, O Lord. Call us by the gospel. Bring us to repentance, to leave our 

sins behind, to come follow you. Call, gather, enlighten, and sanctify us all in the holy Christian church, and keep 

us with Jesus Christ in one true faith. 

There was great joy in heaven that day, because Matthew repented, and the tax collectors and sinners 

repented, receiving Jesus with his grace and comfort. 

And Jesus wants to do the same for you today, here in the church. He who redeemed you by his blood 

wants to give you that forgiveness. He wants to fill you with the Holy Spirit, and bring you out of your life of sin 

to follow him. 

To follow Jesus means to listen to him and learn from him. It means obeying him, submitting your will to 

his. Following Jesus is saying, “Lord, I know that you are right, even if I don’t see how. You’re right that I’m a 

sinner. I believe you, Lord. I have not lived as I ought. I have lived as if God did not matter and as if I mattered 

most. My Lord’s name I have not honored as I should; my worship and prayers have faltered. I have not let His 

love have its way with me, and so my love for others has failed. There are those whom I have hurt, and those 

whom I have failed to help. My thoughts and desires have been soiled with sin.” 

“As a husband, I’ve failed to love my wife. As a wife, I’ve failed to submit to my husband and honor him. 

As a son or daughter, I’ve failed to honor my parents. As a parent, I’ve failed to train my children in Godly 

discipline and love. As a worker and citizen, I’ve failed to do my duty. And as Christian, I’ve failed to love you, 

O God. I’m sorry for all of this and ask for grace. I want to do better.” 

These are the words of private confession. Come to your pastor and confess your sins like this. You need 

to do it, in order that you may hear the blessed words of absolution. As Martin Luther said, “When I urge you to 

go to confession, I only urge you to be a Christian.” 

For when Jesus hears these words, he’s filled with compassion. He loves you. He died for you. He loves 

sinners. He rejoices in your repentance. 

So he sends his minsters to speak to you in reply, and say, “God be merciful to you and strengthen your 

faith.” And he sends his pastors to ask, “Do you believe that my forgiveness is God’s forgiveness?” And he says, 

“Let it be done for you as you believe.” And then he places his hands upon your head and speaks the lovely words, 

“In the stead and by the command of my Lord Jesus Christ I forgive you all your sins in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.” 

Oh what joy to hear these words. Matthew was so filled with joy in this forgiveness, that he made a great 

feast and invited Jesus to his house, along with many other repentant tax collectors and sinners. Jesus could care 

less what the Pharisees thought. He was glad to commune with these found sheep. He only wished the Pharisees 

too would repent and join the feast. 

And just the same, Jesus comes to us today in the church, to recline at table and eat and drink with us 

sinners. For us, he’s both host and guest, the one who serves us with his true body and blood. He who feasted 

with Matthew and the rest deigns to feed you at his altar. 

After that joyous day, Matthew became a witness to Jesus’ entire ministry. He saw everything Jesus said 

and did, his miracles and his parables, his suffering and death and crucifixion. Best of all, he saw the risen Lord 

on the third day. And forty days after that, Matthew received our Lord’s command, “Go make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have 

commanded you.” 

And so Jesus ascended into heaven. And he gave Matthew and the apostles the Holy Spirit, so that 

whatever sins they forgive are forgiven, and whatever sins they retain are retained. And he sent them out as 

apostles and evangelists, to preach the gospel in all the world. 

This is the gift Christ gives to the church. Remember what it said in the epistle reading, from Ephesians 

chapter 4. When our Lord ascended on high, he gave gifts to men. And what were the gifts he gave? “He gave 

the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors, and teachers.” Did you catch that? The apostles, like 

Matthew and the twelve, the prophets, the evangelists, like Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, the pastors and 

teachers, like those who serve in the church today. These gifts, these ministers, are given to the church in order 

to bring you the blessings Jesus won for you on the cross: forgiveness and life. 

“He gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, to equip the saints, for the 

work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ.” 

Jesus gives these men to equip the saints for the struggle against sin, death, and the devil, equipping them 
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by the word and sacraments of God. And he gives them for the work of the ministry, to minister to you and serve 

you with the holy body and blood of Jesus. And he gives them to build up the body of Christ through the word of 

God and his sacraments, so that we might all be preserved in the church until we attain to the unity of faith and 

the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood and the measure of the stature and fullness of Christ. 

God has given you these gifts. He’s given you the apostles and prophets and pastors and teachers, so that 

you might no longer children tossed to and fro, carried about by every wind of doctrine. He gives them so you 

would remain firm, speaking the truth in love, and so you would grow up in every way in to him who is the head, 

that is Christ, in order that you, the church, might be joined and held together, so that each part, each one of you, 

working properly together, would grow into a body that builds itself up in love. 

So we pray, Lord Jesus, strengthen your church in the forgiveness of sins in the ministry of the gospel, in 

the administration of the Word and Sacraments. Give your church faithful pastors and teachers who will carry on 

the work of Saint Matthew and all the apostles and prophets and evangelists, so that the whole body might hear 

your word and come follow you faithfully, having our sins forgiven and being strengthened in love for one 

another. Amen. 

Now may the peace of God which passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus 

to life everlasting. Amen. 


