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Gospels class 23-The Background and Calling of Matthew   Scott Ashley   Oct. 25, 2014
Good morning/afternoon, everyone.
Today we’ll be picking up where we left off last time in our study of the Gospels, beginning at the top of page 21 with the calling of Matthew. It’s been a while since we last had these studies, although I did give two sermons on other aspects of the Gospels several months ago—one showing that the Gospels are indeed real history and another showing that the four Gospels are indeed independent and accurate accounts of real historical events. If you missed those I would recommend that you go back and listen to them at our Denver.ucg.org website.

Today we’ll be talking about one of my favorite characters in the Bible. We probably all have specific people in the Bible that we can identify with because we see traits in them that we have in common. With me, Matthew is one of those individuals. I can identify with Matthew because he was a writer—his is the longest and usually the most detailed of the four Gospels. He was also a studious person, and He was a person whom God called from a dead-end life to whom God extended grace and used in a powerful way.

But before we get into the story of Matthew’s calling, I thought this would be a good time to review the background of the Gospel of Matthew that we covered several years ago when we introduced these studies with several sermons about the backgrounds of the Gospels. This will help us better understand the man we’ll be dealing with and talking about today. 

Purpose: The Jews at that time expected a Messiah. Matthew’s main purpose in writing his Gospel is to prove to Jewish readers that Jesus is their promised Messiah. He does this primarily by showing how Jesus in His life and ministry fulfilled the Scriptures pointing to the Messiah. Matthew also emphasizes Jesus being a descendant of King David, as the Messiah was to be. 

Structure: Matthew’s Gospel is woven around five great discourses: 
• The sermon on the mount in chapters 5-7.

• The commission to the 12 disciples in chapter 10. 
• The parables of the Kingdom in chapter 13. 
• The necessity for humility and forgiveness in chapter 18. 
• The Olivet Prophecy in chapters 24-25. 
It’s clear this is deliberate because Matthew ends each discourse with “When Jesus had finished saying these things,” or similar words (7:28; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1). The narrative sections, in each case, appropriately lead up to the discourses. 

One could also argue that there are two other discourses—Matthew 23, where He condemns the religious hypocrisy of the scribes and Pharisees, and Matthew 28:16-20, where He gives the great commission to His followers.
Author: Matthew (Mattityahu in Hebrew) means “gift of God.” A shortened form of Mattityahu, is Mattayi, from which we get “Matthew.” And Matthew was a gift of God, because from him we get his Gospel, which is the most detailed record of the life of Jesus the Messiah. That has been a great gift to all of mankind.

As we discussed then, each of the four Gospel authors writes his message to a specific audience. Matthew is writing to a Hebrew or Jewish audience. How do we know this?

• Matthew’s emphasis on fulfillment of OT prophecy. He has more quotations from and allusions to the OT than any other NT author—quoting from the Hebrew Scriptures 62 times. 

• His tracing of Jesus’ descent from Abraham (1:1–17). 

• His lack of explanation of Jewish customs (a Jewish audience didn’t need explanation). 

• His use of Jewish terminology (such as “kingdom of heaven,” where he uses “heaven” as a substitute for “God” due to the Jewish reluctance to use the name of God. 

• His emphasis on Jesus’ role as “Son of David” (Matthew 1:1; 9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30–31; 21:9,15; 22:41–45). 

• This does not mean that Matthew restricts his Gospel to Jews. He records the coming of the Magi (non-Jews) to worship the infant Jesus (2:1–12), as well as Jesus’ statement that the “field is the world” (13:38). He also gives a full statement of the Great Commission (28:18–20). These passages show that, although Matthew’s Gospel is Jewish, it has a universal outlook.

Let me give you an example of how Matthew is writing specifically to a Jewish or Hebrew audience as well as a more general audience. This is something I covered earlier when we talked about Matthew’s genealogy in chapter 1. Matthew includes several interesting things that are easy to gloss over unless we’re really paying attention.

Matthew 1:1—
1 The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the Son of David, the Son of Abraham:

So Matthew, who is writing primarily to a Jewish audience to prove that Jesus is the prophesied Messiah, states up front that Jesus is a descendant of both David and Abraham. And then he proves it from genealogical records. Incidentally, historical sources state that the Jews kept very detailed genealogical records, both in public and in private, and that they were stored in Jerusalem. So possibly Matthew and Luke both accessed these records for their Gospels, or perhaps they got the information from family records and anyone who doubted it could go to the public records in Jerusalem and verify it for themselves.
Again, notice how Matthew introduces the subject of his Gospel, saying this is the genealogy of Jesus Christ. I didn’t mention this the first time we talked about this, but this is a formula that any Jewish man or woman in the first century would’ve immediately recognized from the book of Genesis. The book of Genesis is composed of several source documents and notice their titles:
Genesis 2:4  This is the history of the heavens and the earth when they were created. 

Genesis 5:1  This is the book of the genealogy of Adam. 

Genesis 6:9  This is the genealogy of Noah. 

Genesis 10:1  Now this is the genealogy of the sons of Noah: Shem, Ham, and Japheth. 

Genesis 11:10  This is the genealogy of Shem.

Genesis 11:27  This is the genealogy of Terah.

Genesis 25:12  This is the genealogy of Ishmael, Abraham’s son.

Genesis 25:19  This is the genealogy of Isaac, Abraham’s son. 

Genesis 36:1  This is the genealogy of Esau, who is Edom.

Genesis 36:9  This is the genealogy of Esau the father of the Edomites in Mount Seir.

Genesis 37:2  This is the history of Jacob.

The same Hebrew word is translated “history” and “genealogy” here and “generations” in other translations like the KJV. It’s all the same word and can mean all three things—history, genealogy and generations. You can read more about this in the introduction to Genesis in our Bible Reading Program at ucg.org/brp. 

And notice that Matthew begins his Gospel with:

Matthew 1:1  The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the Son of David, the Son of Abraham.
Why does Matthew start his Gospel this way? It’s a remez. It’s a reminder to his readers to look back to Genesis where God begins His work of creation and then begins working through people like Adam, Noah, Shem, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. It’s a message that God is beginning a new creative work and a new creation through Jesus Christ, that God is creating a new generation of faithful men and women like Noah, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and that Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of the promises given to Abraham and David of the Messiah. 
Matthew doesn’t have to spell all that out—when he writes “The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the Son of David, the Son of Abraham,” his Jewish audience would pick up on all those key themes immediately just because of how he phrases the beginning words of his Gospel. It’s a very powerful remez. (If you don’t know what a remez is, I gave a whole sermon on that several years ago. Go to our Denver website and listen to it. Remez is a powerful teaching tool used throughout the Gospels—Jesus uses it, John the Baptizer uses it, Matthew uses it as we see here, and the other Gospel writers use it. And if you don’t understand the use of remez, you miss out on a lot of the story in the Gospels. So listen to that sermon if you missed it.)
I won’t read through the whole genealogy here, but I do want to point out again some unusual things in Matthew’s list of names. How were women regarded at that time? Not very highly at all. They were basically supposed to be seen and not heard, and often not even seen at all. But Matthew’s genealogy contains five different woman—Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, Bathsheba and Mary, or Miriam as she would’ve been called in Hebrew, named after the sister of Moses and Aaron. But notice also that the first four of these women are gentiles, which is all the more unusual. And not only that, but one of these women is a prostitute, and two are adulteresses.

So what’s the point of them being included? The main lesson here is that of Galatians 3:28—There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.

This shows that even God Himself could make exceptions and use both gentiles and women in His plan to bring the Messiah to earth. And that even a figure as great as king David was the grandson of a gentile woman, a Moabitess by the name of Ruth. The point is that God is willing to accept all, and forgive all and to use all, so we are not to turn any away based on their gender or background. Jesus will ultimately be the Savior of people of all backgrounds.

Let me point out something else, too, that’s easy to overlook. And that is that the Messiah was not just to be the descendant of Abraham and David. He was foretold to be the descendant of several other individuals, too. I’ll just read them off for you:

Genesis 22:18 says the Messiah was to be a descendant of Abraham. God tells Abraham: “In your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed . . .”

Numbers 24:17 says the Messiah was to be a descendant of Jacob. This is Balaam’s prophecy: “A Star shall come out of Jacob; A Scepter shall rise out of Israel . . .”

Genesis 49:10 says the Messiah was to be a descendant of Judah: “The scepter shall not depart from Judah, Nor a lawgiver from between his feet, Until Shiloh comes . . .”
Isaiah 11:1 says the Messiah was to be a descendant of Jesse: “There shall come forth a Rod from the stem of Jesse, And a Branch shall grow out of his roots.”
2 Samuel 7:13 says the Messiah was to be a descendant of David. Through the prophet Nathan God tells David, “I will establish the throne of his [David’s] kingdom forever.”
Haggai 2:22-23 says the Messiah was to be a descendant of Zerubbabel: “I will overthrow the throne of kingdoms; I will destroy the strength of the Gentile kingdoms. I will overthrow the chariots And those who ride in them; The horses and their riders shall come down, Every one by the sword of his brother.

23 ‘In that day,’ says the LORD of hosts, ‘I will take you, Zerubbabel My servant, the son of Shealtiel,’ says the LORD, ‘and will make you like a signet ring; for I have chosen you,’ says the LORD of hosts.”

This is written as though it’s speaking of Zerubbabel himself, but obviously he didn’t do all this, so it’s speaking of his offspring. 

And in Matthew’s genealogy, we see all of these individuals listed, fulfilling these prophecies:

Abraham, Jacob and Judah in verse 2,

Jesse and David in verses 5 and 6,

and Zerubbabel in verses 12 and 13.

So the Messiah wasn’t to be just a descendant of Abraham and David, the Messiah had to be a descendant of all these other individuals as well. And Matthew documents that Jesus of Nazareth did fulfill all of these prophecies.

One final point that we covered in this genealogy earlier is that Matthew 1:17 ends his genealogy with this:

“So all the generations from Abraham to David are fourteen generations, from David until the captivity in Babylon are fourteen generations, and from the captivity in Babylon until the Christ are fourteen generations.”

That’s an interesting set of statements about the number of generations, but what’s the point? Why throw this in there? And if you look at it closely, there are some obvious discrepancies. The last set of names has only 13 names, not 14. And if you go back and compare, the other sets of 14 leave some generations out. So what’s going on? Any what would be the significance of the number 14 that Matthew uses three times here?

We talked about the term gematria. A short definition would be that gematria is a term for assigning a symbolic value to numbers. We’re familiar with some of that. For example, we know that in the Bible the numbers 7 and 12 represents completeness and perfection. In contrast, the number 6 represents man or Satan. 

In our writing system we have numerals that are separate from our alphabet. But ancient languages didn’t have that. They used letters of the alphabet for numbers also. That sounds strange, but we probably all learned that in school when we learned Roman numerals. And what are they? I= 1, V = 5, X = 10, L = 50, C = 100, D = 500, M = 1,000.

The Hebrews used a similar system. They assigned 1 to the equivalent of their letter A, 2 to the equivalent of their letter B, 3 to the equivalent of their letter C, and so on. In their system, their equivalent of the letter D was the fourth letter of their alphabet, dalet, so it had a numerical value of 4. Their sixth letter of their alphabet, vav, had a numerical value of 6. 

Matthew is actually using this numerical system to imbed a deeper meaning in verse 17. And this isn’t the only place where this happens in the Gospels. It happens at least several other times that I know of where the Gospels writers use gematria to insert a deeper or hidden message in their text. A good Jewish reader would’ve known to look for things like this because it happens in the Old Testament. But because we don’t know about these things, it goes right over our heads. So what is that hidden meaning here in verse 17?

Who was Israel’s most famous king? David. He was kind of our George Washington, Abe Lincoln and George Patton all rolled into one. 

Whose name is mentioned twice here in verse 17? David. 

How is David’s name spelled in Hebrew, since they didn’t use vowels? D-V-D.

What is the numerical value of D-V-D? D = 4, V=6, and D=4. 

What is 4 + 6 + 4? 14. Fourteen is a symbolic way of writing David’s name. 

So when Matthew mentions 14 generations from Abraham to David, and 14 generations from David to the captivity in Babylon, and 14 generations from the captivity until Jesus Christ, what he’s doing is stamping DAVID, DAVID, DAVID across this verse. A non-Jewish reader would completely miss that. But a Jewish reader would pick up on that. 

What Matthew is saying here, in code you might say, is that Jesus is the prophesied son of David who would sit on David’s throne as King over Israel. How does Matthew introduce Jesus in verse 1? As the Son of David. How does Matthew refer to David in verse 6? As “David the king”—twice. He’s emphasizing the connection between Jesus and David, that Jesus is the fulfillment of the prophecies and promises to David. 
A first-century Jew would’ve understood the significance of the number 14 and immediately associated it with David. In the same way they associated other numbers with other things—10 with the Ten Commandments, or 12 with the 12 tribes, or 7 with completeness or the Sabbath, the seventh day, and so on. This is something to keep in mind as we read the Gospels. 
I’ve mentioned to you before that I think Matthew probably wrote his Gospel originally in Hebrew, but I haven’t gone into detail about why I think that. We’ve just covered two of the reasons I think that—that Matthew clearly wrote his Gospel to a Hebrew or Jewish audience, so it makes sense that he would’ve written to them in Hebrew. Also, Matthew imbedded this coded message about Jesus being the ultimate fulfillment of David only works in Hebrew. The numerical values and the names are different in other languages. So these are two reasons.
Let me share with you an interesting quote from one of what are called the “early church fathers.” What are the “church fathers”? These were early writers after the first century, from the 100s to around the 300s. We don’t give a lot of credibility to the “church fathers” because they wrote during a time when the original Christianity of Jesus and the apostles was being transformed into this system of Christian teaching and recycled paganism, and most of them were advocates of this transformed version of Christianity that would become known as Catholicism. But a few of them did teach biblical truths and we can glean some interesting historical facts from the “church fathers.”

One of these “church fathers” was named Papias, and he was bishop of Hieropolis in Asia Minor in what is today Turkey. Hieropolis is about 10-15 miles from Colosse, to whom Paul wrote the epistle of Colossians, and Laodicea, one of the seven churches mentioned in Revelation. Papias wrote about 130 A.D. We don’t have his original document, but Eusebius, another historian writing in the 300s A.D., quotes Papias as saying this: "Matthew collected the oracles [logia, meaning words or sayings] in the Hebrew language [literally tongue or dialect], and each interpreted them as best he could."
This gives us some interesting information. It tells us that Matthew collected the words or sayings—the sayings of Jesus—and wrote them in the Hebrew tongue, meaning Hebrew or Aramaic. This would indicate that Matthew originally wrote his Gospel in Hebrew or Aramaic (which is quite similar). This would explain this coded message we find here in the genealogies that only works if you’re thinking in Hebrew. 

However, we have no manuscripts, no fragments, not even a scrap of Matthew or any other Gospels or New Testament books in Hebrew until about a thousand years later. We have only Greek and Greek translated into other languages such as Syriac, Latin, Egyptian and so on. So what happened? There are a number of theories among scholars, but my personal view at this point is that Matthew originally wrote in Hebrew, which makes sense because his Gospel is clearly written to the Hebrew people, and that someone—probably Matthew himself—later translated that document into Greek, which became the Gospel of Matthew as we have it today. 

These are interesting things to study, but it’s impossible to prove anything conclusively because we don’t have any of the original manuscripts. All we have are copies of copies dating to several decades or centuries later. The original manuscripts were hand-written on papyrus or parchment that simply didn’t survive the last 2,000 years. 

That’s quite a bit of background, but I think it’s important because it helps us get inside the head of Matthew and understand his thinking and where he’s coming from. But as we’ll see, he didn’t start out in this place. He started out somewhere very different, and with God working in him, and being in personal contact with Jesus Christ for several years, this is the person he came to be. Any questions before we continue?
Now let’s set the stage for what we’ll be reading on page 21 in the Harmony of the Gospels. Let’s turn there and take note of a few things.

We might first note that the other Gospel writers refer to Matthew as Levi. Matthew refers to himself as Matthew. It wasn’t unusual for people of that time to have two names—for example, the apostle Paul was also named Saul, Barnabas was also called Joseph, and another of the disciples, Judas, was also known as Thaddaeus, as you can see from comparing the lists of the apostles on page 25. These are some biblical examples, but there are other examples from non-biblical history as well. For example, the Jewish historian Josephus notes that the high priest Caiaphas was also called Joseph, so he had two names also. But since Matthew calls himself Matthew, that’s what we’ll call him.

Now let’s read Matthew 9:9 and see if you notice anything unusual there—
9  As Jesus passed on from there, He saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax office. And He said to him, “Follow Me.” So he arose and followed Him.

If Matthew is writing this, why does he write, “As Jesus passed on from there, He saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax office. And He said to him, “Follow Me.” So he arose and followed Him.”

Why doesn’t he say, “As Jesus passed on from there, He saw me sitting at the tax office. And He said to me, “Follow Me.” So I arose and followed Him.”
Some Bible critics read this and say, Aha! Matthew clearly didn’t write this since he talks about himself as another person. It had to be someone else who wrote this and passed it off as being written by Matthew!

But is that true? Well, not so fast. This style of writing is called writing in the third person—writing about you as though you were writing about someone else. If you write directly about yourself—I did this, or I did that—it’s called first person. But this style is called third person. Anyone who tries to convince you that this is proof that Matthew didn’t write the Gospel of Matthew is showing their ignorance of history. It was quite common for historical writers of that era to write in the third person style. Josephus does, Julius Caesar does, and various other Greek and Roman historians that you’ve probably never heard of. So it’s simply not a valid argument. This argument, incidentally, goes back to about the year 400 and it was refuted then. But people keep bringing up the same arguments today to try to mislead people and destroy their faith. 
So how do we know that this Gospel was written by Matthew? All the earliest manuscripts have Matthew’s name on them—the same with Mark, Luke and John. All of the earliest writers who wrote about and quoted the Gospels say that Matthew, Mark, Luke and John wrote them, and no one suggests any other writers for the four Gospels. 
Another evidence that Matthew wrote this Gospel is that this Gospel includes several mentions of money that the other Gospel writers don’t include. Money and different types of coins are mentioned about 40 times in the Gospels, usually in parables, and right at half of these mentions of money and coins are found in the Gospel of Matthew. Matthew talks about money as much as the other tree Gospel writers put together. This indicates that the writer is someone very familiar with money and that money was a major factor in his life—which ties in with the fact that Matthew was a tax collector before being called to be a disciple and to write this Gospel. There are also some other factors that point to Matthew being the writer that we’ll see in a few minutes. 
As we see in all three accounts here, Matthew was a tax collector. Another word we see for tax collector in the Gospels is publican. Matthew apparently lived and worked at Capernaum on the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee. For a tax collector, this was a lucrative spot for several reasons. There was a considerable amount of fishing in the Sea of Galilee, and Capernaum was a port village. Also, as we talked about several studies ago, there was the major international road, the via maris or the way of the sea, that ran right by Capernaum. It would be like one of our interstate highways today. 
This was a major trade route and commercial highway that went all the way from Babylon to Egypt, and not too far to the north is the major city of Damascus and another regional capital, Caesarea Philippi. So there is a lot of commercial traffic along this road, and Matthew was the tax collector in this particular city.
As tax collector, Matthew worked for the local ruler, who was Herod Antipas, who lived in another port city several miles to the south, Tiberias. In areas that weren’t director governed by a Roman procurator or governor like Pontius Pilate ruling of Judea, taxes were collected by the local ruler like Herod Antipas, one of the sons of Herod the Great, and then turned over to Rome. So Matthew didn’t directly work for the Romans, but rather for Herod Antipas, who administered the area under the Romans and knew that he had to keep the Romans happy, which meant making sure that adequate taxes were sent to Rome, or you were in big trouble. 
In this capacity as tax collector, Matthew likely interacted with the administration of Herod Antipas. As I covered in my sermon several months back on undersigned coincidences as a proof that the Gospels are independent and accurate historical records, Matthew records conversations that took place in Herod’s palace between him and his servants. How would Matthew have known what Herod said to his servants in the privacy of his own palace? You can read through Matthew’s Gospel and you get no clue. But then we look over in Luke 8:1-3 at a passing comment and we find the answer. This is just a passing comment on the women who accompanied Jesus Christ and the disciples, who would’ve included Matthew. 
1 . . . He [Jesus] went through every city and village, preaching and bringing the glad tidings of the kingdom of God. And the twelve were with Him,
2 and certain women who had been healed of evil spirits and infirmities—Mary called Magdalene, out of whom had come seven demons,
3 and Joanna the wife of Chuza, Herod’s steward, and Susanna, and many others who provided for Him from their substance.
One of the women who followed Jesus was Joanna the wife of Herod’s steward as it’s called here, which would essentially be the business manager of the king. So we see that a follower of Jesus was the wife of one of Herod’s key staff. So how did Matthew know what was being talked about by Herod Antipas in his palace? A woman who was in a position to know was also a follower of Jesus walking those same Galilee roads alongside Matthew himself. 
Matthew was a tax collector who worked for Herod Antipas and probably interacted with or reported to Chuza, Herod’s business manager, so it makes perfect sense that Matthew would’ve also known Joanna, Chuza’s wife, before either Matthew or Joanna became followers of Jesus. So it’s natural that they would’ve shared information that would later end up in Matthew’s Gospel. It’s no big mystery when we see these connections. We have a perfectly rational explanation for how Matthew knew what was being said in Herod’s palace, and how some of that ended up recorded for us in Matthew’s Gospel. 

How were tax collectors viewed in the Jewish culture of that day? Notice examples in the Gospels themselves of who they’re associated with or compared to:
Matthew 9:10-11: “tax collectors and sinners”
Matthew 11:19: “a glutton and a winebibber, a friend of tax collectors and sinners”

Matthew 18:17: “a heathen and a tax collector”

Matthew 21:31-32: “tax collectors and harlots”

Luke 18:11: “I thank You that I am not like other men—extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this tax collector”
Why were they so despised? Tax collectors were commonly viewed as thieves—with good reason, because many of them were. There weren’t set tax rates, so tax collectors could charge more than what they had to turn in to the government and pocket the rest. This encouraged overcharging for taxes. What were some of the taxes?
People had to pay a “ground tax” of 10 to 20 percent of whatever crops they grew. They had to pay a 1 percent income tax. They had to pay import and export taxes of 2 1/2 to 12 1/2 percent. People were taxed to travel on main roads (like the via Mares there right beside Capernaum), to cross bridges, to cross borders, and to enter towns and harbors (like Capernaum) and to enter marketplaces (like at Capernaum). There were taxes on pack animals like donkeys or camels, and taxes on the number of wheels and axles on carts. There were taxes on goods that were bought and sold. They taxed pretty much anything and everything, much like today. And tax collectors were hated for it.
Tax collectors were also hated for their association with the rich. Some tax collectors took bribes from the wealthy who wanted to avoid taxes they should’ve paid, but they worked out deals with the tax collectors that worked to the benefit of both of them while essentially stealing from the government. 

Tax collectors were viewed as collaborators with the Romans, which they viewed as a Satanic system oppressing God’s people. Tax collectors were viewed as siding with the pagan gentile Romans over their own people. After all, many tax collectors got rich by oppressing their own countrymen and giving their hard-earned money over to the Romans. Tax collectors were especially hated by the Zealots, who would murder them when the opportunity arose. It’s interesting that Jesus called both a tax collector, Matthew, and a Zealot, Simon the Zealot. That had to make for some interesting dynamics among the 12 disciples.
In the view of most rabbis, tax collectors were banned from the synagogues. They were viewed as unclean, like an unclean animal, and thus were not to be touched. They were viewed as a criminal class like robbers and murderers. And worst of all were the port tax collectors, because being at a port, they could collect taxes both from land and sea and in just about any way they could imagine to creatively tax the people. Matthew was a tax collector at the port of Capernaum. It was said by some rabbis that port tax collectors were so evil that they could never be forgiven, not even with 30 years of retribution and contrition.

We’ve seen from this story of the paralyzed man that we covered last time in Matthew, Mark and Luke on page 20 that Jesus has the authority to forgive sin. That was a major theme of the story where Jesus said to the paralyzed man, “Your sins are forgiven you, rise up and walk.” Jesus clearly had authority to forgive sin, and He said so plainly.

But a logical question then is, how much sin can He forgive? Who can be forgiven? Can anyone be forgiven of his sins? And that leads us to Matthew’s calling. Earlier we talked about how Jesus’s Hebrew name Yeshua can mean, in addition to “God saves,” “God rescues.” Because now we come to another person who needs desperately to be rescued. Because like the leper we talked about earlier and like the paralyzed man we discussed last time, our next event involves someone who is in a very bad place—an outcast, someone ostracized and cut off from normal society, someone others rejected and considered to be cut off from God forever. This is an underlying theme of the story of the calling of Matthew Levi, and the earlier story of the paralyzed man leads into this in all three Gospels.
We’ll read from Mark’s account, but pick up some details from Luke and Matthew as we go along. So beginning in Mark 2:13-17—
13  Then He went out again by the sea; and all the multitude came to Him, and He taught them.
Notice that the crowds have now grown to the point that Jesus is not teaching in the synagogue in Capernaum or in a house as he did earlier. Now He’s out in the open by the shore of the Sea of Galilee where larger crowds can come and hear. 
14  As He passed by, He saw Levi the son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax office. And He said to him, “Follow Me.” So he arose and followed Him.
A few things to point out here—

The way this is worded, we might assume that Jesus is walking by and they see each other for the first time, and Jesus speaks and Matthew follows him. But this isn’t the way it took place. As we’ve seen already in our studies, Jesus has been preaching in Capernaum for quite some time. He’s performed many great miracles there. He’s healed a nobleman’s son and a demoniac and a paralyzed man and Peter’s mother-in-law, not to mention a great multitude of people who came to Him after sunset on the Sabbath. Jesus has also been touring around teaching in other towns in Galilee over the course of several months. 

So surely Matthew knows about these things, being right there in Capernaum. After all, Matthew is a tax collector, and as a tax collector he’s supposed to know what all is going on in the town so it can be properly taxed. So Matthew certainly knows who Jesus is, and Jesus certainly knows who Matthew is. So Jesus says to Matthew, “Follow Me,” a phrase that appears 19 times in the Gospels. One of the study questions I sent out was, what does “Follow Me” mean in this context? It means become My disciple. It means submit to My teaching. It means commit yourself to becoming like me in every way. It means give up everything to follow Me and become like Me. This is what becoming a talmid, a disciple, means. And it’s the same invitation that’s been extended to us—follow Him and become like Him in every way.

Notice that Luke includes a little detail in Luke 5:28—
28  So he left all, rose up, and followed Him.

Matthew understood what that calling entailed—So he left all, rose up, and followed Him.

He left everything and became a follower of Jesus. He had quite a lucrative livelihood going there as a tax collector, and he walked away from it. He gave up everything. Notice that Matthew’s account doesn’t include this. Had Matthew said that, it would’ve come across as boasting. He doesn’t say that about himself. But Luke does. Luke records that Matthew made a great sacrifice to follow Jesus.
Luke then goes on to say—

29  Then Levi gave Him a great feast in his own house. And there were a great number of tax collectors and others who sat down with them.

So Matthew gave a great banquet in honor of Jesus with a great number of people in attendance in Matthew’s own house. Mark also says it was in Matthew’s house. But notice how Matthew words the same thing in Matthew 9:10—
10  Now it happened, as Jesus sat at the table in the house, that behold, many tax collectors and sinners came and sat down with Him and His disciples.
Notice that Matthew doesn’t mention it was his own house. In humility he doesn’t say that he is the one who put on and financed this huge banquet in his own house. He downplays it so that it sounds almost like a potluck or something—that Jesus was eating with His disciples and all these other people showed up out of nowhere and sat down to eat with Him. For Matthew, the focus is entirely on Jesus and not on himself. As the saying goes, he knew that “it’s not about me.” It was about Jesus, the Messiah and Son of God. So this is another indication that this Gospel was indeed written by Matthew—his humility is evident in the way he describes things here.
Since this was a great banquet with large numbers of people in Matthew’s own house, what does this tell us about Matthew? It tells us he was a pretty wealthy person to afford a house that large and to host that many people for a meal. Yet he was willing to walk away from that to become a follower, a talmid, of Jesus. This answers one of the study questions, which was what does this tell us about Matthew’s social statues. He was quite wealthy for that community. 
Notice also who it is who is mentioned most prominently in attending this banquet—tax collectors and sinners. One of the questions I asked was, what does this tell us about Matthew? It tells us, like I discussed a few minutes ago, that Matthew was ostracized by the more religious people and these tax collectors and sinners, the other outcasts, were the people Matthew hung around with because others wouldn’t associate with him. 

I also asked as a study question, of the different groups of people who lived in Galilee—zealots, religious Jews, Herodians, Samaritans and pagans—which group would Matthew have most likely associated with or identified with before Jesus called Him? Probably the Herodians. Who were the Herodians? Those were the ones in government, who were allied with the dynasty of Herod and with the Romans. These are the people Matthew worked for and with. Many of them were also of the wealthy class, of which Matthew appears to have also been a part.
Continuing the story back in Mark 2:13-17—
15  Now it happened, as He was dining in Levi’s house, that many tax collectors and sinners [this term appears to be describing non-religious Jews and gentiles] also sat together with Jesus and His disciples; for there were many, and they followed Him.

16  And when the scribes and Pharisees saw Him eating with the tax collectors and sinners, they said to His disciples, “How is it that He eats and drinks with tax collectors and sinners?”
We read this and we assume that this is a hostile argument because we’ve been conditioned to think that all Pharisees were evil and hardhearted and opposed Jesus. But keep in mind that Paul was a Pharisee and when he defended himself before the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem, he said, “I am a Pharisee, and the son of a Pharisee.” We know from other places in Acts that other Pharisees were called into the Church. There were various schools and teachers among Pharisees just as there are various shades of teaching in Christianity today, and not all were alike. Some were very compatible with Christ’s teaching. So we shouldn’t assume that all of His debates with the Pharisees were hostile—even though later on most of them would be. 
But sometimes those debates were over a legitimate religious question, like this one—could a rabbi, a teacher, eat with tax collectors and sinners? As we already mentioned, some rabbis considered tax collectors unclean and unforgiveable, no better than robbers and murderers. So how could a rabbi sit down and eat with them? It was a legitimate question, because a number of biblical passages say to avoid and not keep company with sinners and evildoers. 

There were also legitimate food issues. Were all the foods clean? Had it been tithed on, because you weren’t supposed to eat food at a meal if it hadn’t been properly tithed on. Had it been properly washed and prepared? Had gentiles handled the food, which would’ve made it unclean? Some rabbis taught that a rabbi should not eat with ordinary people and that a rabbi’s follower should not serve food at a banquet unless everything had been properly tithed under his supervision. So from the standpoint of the Pharisees, these were legitimate questions to ask, especially of a rabbi who was growing more well-known by the day.

And notice Jesus’ response, which isn’t hostile or argumentative. 

17  When Jesus heard it, He said to them, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners, to repentance.”
We tend to read that as a putdown of the Pharisees, but there’s nothing there to indicate that. In fact, if you analyze it, you just don’t see that. Breaking it down, who is the physician? That’s Jesus. Who are the sick? That’s the tax collectors and sinners that He’s eating with. Who are the righteous? Those are the Pharisees, the ones He doesn’t need to eat with because they’re well and don’t need a physician. I don’t see a putdown there.
And notice how Matthew concludes his account in Matthew 9:13—
13  “But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy and not sacrifice.’ For I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners, to repentance.”
A common phrase found in rabbinical discussions of that general time period is “Go and learn.” Rabbis would tell others to “go and learn” from some other source what this or that phrase or saying or verse meant. And Jesus does the exact same thing here: “Go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy and not sacrifice.’ For I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners, to repentance.”
He’s quoting here from Hosea 6:6—
6  For I desire mercy and not sacrifice, and the knowledge of God more than burnt offerings.
Why does He say this and tell the Pharisees and scribes to learn what this means? If He tells them to learn what it means, obviously they don't fully grasp it. So what is His point? What I think he is doing is contrasting His approach to the tax collectors and sinners with the approach of the Pharisees toward them. Both want the tax collectors and sinners to come to a right relationship with God so they, too could become righteous. But the Pharisees thought that was accomplished by ostracizing them to remind them how evil they were and following strict rules of separation and being scrupulous about the rituals of the law. 
Jesus, on the other hand, said you lead a person into a right relationship with God by showing mercy—by being self-giving, merciful, compassionate—reflecting the nature and loving attributes of God the Father and Himself. And actually that’s the whole lesson of the calling of Matthew—that Jesus could’ve been like the Pharisees and saw Matthew as a conniving, greedy, unclean thief who could never be forgiven by God and become righteous like they were, or Jesus could look at Matthew and see in him what God sees in us—a sinner who needs God’s grace and forgiveness, whom God can mold and shape into someone He can use for His purposes and ultimately raise to eternal life in His Kingdom as one of His eternal and immortal sons and daughters. 

Other people saw a despised tax collector. Jesus saw a man who could write a book that would change the lives of millions of people.

That, I think, is the lesson Jesus is trying to convey there. I think that also leads naturally into what follows next in the Gospels, but that will have to wait for next time. 

Lessons/takeaways:
•  God can forgive anything and everything. He will forgive us of anything and everything we have ever done—and He is willing and ready to do that for us. He wants us to know that. He seeks out people who have no hope and brings them the good news that they can be forgiven.

Satan wants to keep us in guilt and doubt that we can and have been forgiven.

•  We need to forgive others. We have been forgiven, so we pass that along to others. We forgive as we have been forgiven. Are there people in your life whom you haven’t forgiven? If so, you can’t justify that position from the Bible. Forgiveness means complete forgiveness, not partial forgiveness.

•  People make bad choices. Matthew made a bad choice to become a tax collector. It changed his life and made him an outcast to society. He would’ve stayed that way until death had Jesus not rescued him from his bad decisions. 

•  Like Matthew, we are called to “Follow Him”—to become Jesus Christ’s followers, His talmidim, people who want more than anything to become just like He is. A student wants to know what the teacher knows. A Talmid wants to do much more—not just know what his teacher knows, but to become just like his teacher in every way. That’s what we are called to do and to be.
•  How do we see others? Do we see what God sees in them?

•  Matthew gave up wealth and power to follow Jesus Christ. He lost that, but he received something far greater in return.

•  God’s plan to rescue us and restore us to a right relationship with Him begins with forgiveness. How does His Holy Day plan start? With Passover. What does Passover represent? Jesus Christ’s sacrifice. What is the purpose of that sacrifice? To forgive our sins so we can be reconciled with God. God’s plan begins with forgiveness. Without that, there’s nowhere for us to go, no way for us to be reconciled to God.

•  God’s plan is centered on Jesus Christ. He has the authority to forgive sins, as we covered last time with the paralyzed man to whom Christ said, “Your sins are forgiven. Take up your bed and walk.” Why does He have authority to forgive sins? Because of the price that He paid for us to be forgiven. 

•  To be forgiven should bring an attitude of joy and thankfulness.

Gospels study questions

•  How were tax collectors viewed in first-century Galilee and Judea? What are some scriptures that tell us how they were viewed?

•  Of the different groups of people who lived in Galilee—zealots, religious Jews, Herodians, Samaritans and pagans—which group would Matthew have most likely associated with or identified with before Jesus called Him?
•  What does Luke 5:29 tell us about Matthew’s social status?

•  What does the fact that “many tax collectors and sinners” were at Matthew Levi’s house tell us about him?

•  What did Jesus mean when He said the following:

  “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick.”

  “I desire mercy and not sacrifice.”

  “I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners, to repentance.”
•  What did Jesus mean when He told Matthew Levi, “Follow Me”?

•  In our last study we discussed how the Hebrew name Yeshua can mean not just “God saves” but also “God rescues.” Did Matthew Levi need rescuing? If so, how? And from what?

•  In what major way were Matthew Levi and the leper we talked about earlier (page 19 of the Harmony of the Gospels) alike?

•  What is the difference in how other people viewed Matthew Levi compared to how Jesus saw him? What are the implications of that for us?

•  What did Matthew Levi give up to follow Jesus Christ? What did he get in return?

•  What lessons do we learn about God the Father and Jesus Christ, about human nature, and about our adversary Satan the devil from these incidents?
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