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Following Jesus as St. Matthew Did

As Jesus passed on from there, he saw a man called Matthew sitting at the 
tax booth, and he said to him, “Follow me.” And he rose and followed him. 
(Matthew 9:9)

This morning I would like to speak about our Lord’s call to a man who was 
to become one of the Twelve Apostles. I want also to consider the meaning 
that call may have for us as followers of Christ today. Particularly our 
attitudes toward money and possessions. At the time that he encountered 
Christ, Matthew, or Levi as he is named in the gospels of Mark and Luke, 
was what the Romans called a tax farmer. This is the plain English meaning 
of the Latin word publicanus rendered “publican” in the King James 
translation and “tax collector” by the ESV. Financial organizations would 
bid a fixed sum of money to the Romans to farm, or collect, the taxes from a 
Roman province. They were free to collect whatever the traffic would bear 
in order to meet their own expenses and make a profit. The individuals 
who worked for these organizations did not enjoy enviable reputations. 
They were variously vilified as “licensed thieves” and “wild beasts in the 
shape of men”. (Professor Blaiklock's Handbook of Bible Persons, p. 463). 
The system was universally despised throughout the Roman Empire. For 
this reason, I prefer to use the term publican rather than tax collector, which 
lacks these connotations in our contemporary culture.



For their part, the Jews regarded tribute paid to the Romans as a symbol of 
their subjection, an affront to their national and religious identity. So then, a 
man who was intent on pursuing this profession could become very rich. 
But his wealth would be gained at a steep price. It would cost him his 
religion, his country, and the good opinion of his fellow Jews. Such a man 
would be excluded from all aspects of temple and synagogue worship; he 
would not be eligible to serve as a witness in legal proceedings, and he 
would be a social outcast among his own people. Other publicans were the 
only people who would associate with him. For such a man there would be 
no atonement, no forgiveness of sins, no hope of heavenly consolation. As 
our Lord says of the rich, they have received their consolation (Luke 6:24). 

Let’s set the scene of Matthew’s encounter with Christ just a little bit: his 
place of employment was in the town of Capernaum, on the shores of the 
Sea of Galilee, on a commercial highway. The objects of his efforts were the 
fishermen who plied their trade on the waters of the lake. Since he was 
excluded from the Jewish places of worship, he would not have had an 
opportunity to hear our Lord’s teaching in that venue. Perhaps he heard 
him at some outdoor location, the Sermon on the Mount, or maybe when 
he preached from the boat on the lakeshore. Be that as it may, when Jesus 
sees him seated in his tax booth, he knows what is in his heart. He knows 
that Levi is ready to surrender to his call. And indeed, Matthew responds 
without hesitation to Jesus’s summons. He stands up instantly and follows 
him. Up till now he has been following mammon (wealth or riches in 
modern translations). At this point he repents of the life he has led; he has a 
complete transformation of heart and mind, and starts out on an entirely 
new path. Perhaps it was at this point that he began to be called Matthew, 
which means Gift of Yahweh in Hebrew. His focus is no longer on serving 
himself, but God. As several of the local fishermen had done before him, 



Matthew has abandoned everything formerly important in his life to follow 
Jesus. And so, the scourge of the Jews became the gift of God.

I believe this raises a practical question for modern Americans: is it possible 
today, in our consumer economy, to follow Jesus in lieu of the pursuit of 
riches. It is almost too difficult a question to ask, isn’t it? Nevertheless, I 
think it is one that each one of us has to face and answer. Perhaps it will 
help to revisit today’s collect: We prayed for God’s grace “to forsake all 
covetous desires, and inordinate love of riches” and instead to follow Jesus 
Christ. 

Serving God and Mammon

Jesus tells us clearly that no one can serve two masters. Indeed, if you try to 
do so, you will love one and follow him faithfully, while you will hate and 
despise the other. What Jesus is talking about is giving equal loyalty to both 
earthly and heavenly things, the material and the spiritual. Since both 
demand total allegiance, this is like trying to square a circle. It can’t be 
done. You have to make a choice. So, our Lord tells us not to worry about 
the earthly things we need for survival. 

Why is that? Does it even make sense? Shouldn’t we be concerned about 
obtaining what we need to survive? Well, our Lord knows that there is a 
danger to our spiritual life from the pursuit of worldly possessions. This 
danger is that they can take that place in our heart which should rightly be 
reserved for him. This is a temptation which can lure us away from 
devotion to him. The Devil employs subtle tactics in tempting us with 
riches. He represents them to us as gods. Gods which can provide security, 
and that at a bargain price. These are gods which require no service, no 
obedience. No inconvenient rules to follow, except to heed their call. In fact, 
they promise us a sense of importance and power, even superiority. 



Remember the parable of the haughty Pharisee and the humble Publican 
(“God, I thank thee that I am not like other men.” v.  “God have mercy on 
me a sinner.” Luke 18:11, 13)?

Serving God rather than riches can seem uncertain, even risky. People 
might think you’re some kind of fanatic. Riches are palpable. We can’t see 
God. But we can see and touch and make use of our possessions. Are they 
not provided for our use and pleasure? Indeed, they are, but our focus 
should be on the Provider, and not on the provision. It is He who should be 
the object of our affections and not the blessings he bestows on us. We 
should praise and thank him for these blessings while keeping in mind that 
our duty is to bear his Cross. (Parochial and Plain Sermons, John Henry 
Newman, p. 447)

As you know my brothers and sisters, duty is a virtue that is not much 
taught nowadays outside of the home. Praise the Lord for godly parents 
who take seriously their duty to educate their children. There are other 
notable examples in our society of course: the armed forces and other 
service professions which are based on a strong duty ethic come to mind. 
On the other hand, our public educational system teaches “values” instead 
of virtues  your values, my values, someone else’s values. They’re all equal. 
Your truth is just as valid as my truth, no matter that they may be 
diametrically opposed. There’s even a new term for it: post-truth.

But Jesus, who is THE TRUTH, brings everything clearly into focus for us. 
Just as he did when he opened the eyes of the man born blind. “Pick up 
your cross and follow me.” “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of 
a needle,” he says, “than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.” 
But, Lord, tell us, “who then can be saved?” “With God all things are 
possible,” he reassures us. 



The Church Fathers tell us that Matthew referred to himself as a publican 
(publicum-of the public revenue) to show that no one should despair of 
salvation if he has repented. After all, a publican became an Apostle. 
(Jerome, ACCS, NT, Vol. Ia, p. 177.) That’s as amazing as a man born blind 
who has been given his sight. It is a curious fact that God chooses sinners 
to receive the grace of eternal salvation. He accepts us not because of our 
status in the world, but because of our faith and devotion to him. 
(Chromatius, ibid.) The great physician does not disdain to sit down to eat 
with those he came to heal. (Chrysostom, ibid.) Indeed, he calls all, 
publicans and sinners alike, to the heavenly feast, to his church. 
(Chromatius, ibid., p. 178) “I am not come to call the righteous but sinners 
to repentance.”

The Love of Money

We need to ask the question: Is it wealth itself, just having it, which is the 
serious stumbling block for Christians? Indeed, it can be. We should take 
note here of the advice of John Wesley, that great Anglican priest, regarding 
money. He counseled believers to make as much as they could, save as 
much as they could, and give away as much as they could.  

What is destructive is the pursuit of wealth for its own sake. This was 
clearly the case for Matthew. By nature, his occupation entailed a 
continuing desire for more and more. The Apostle Paul warns us in his first 
epistle to Timothy that: “They that desire to be rich, fall into temptation 
and a snare, and into many foolish and hurtful lusts, which drown men in 
destruction and perdition. For the love of money is the root of all evil; 
which, while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith, and 
pierced themselves through with many sorrows.” (1 Tim. 6:9, 10) If the 
danger of possessing wealth is trust in a fleshly security, then the danger of 
desiring and pursuing money is that we make our primary goal in life 



something earthly. We base our faith on something merely temporal. It is 
clear from our Savior’s teaching that he has a much higher calling for us. 
He asks us not to be consumed with anxiety for the necessities of life. Our 
heavenly Father is well aware of our needs. “Seek ye first the kingdom of 
God, and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.” 

So, how should we go about seeking his kingdom?

Our world is filled with attractive distractions, which would draw us from 
our duty of serving our Lord. Exciting enticements that seek to thrill and 
entertain us, when our aim should be to seek the peace which passes all 
understanding. Service to our fellow man, without self-seeking or thought 
for personal aggrandizement, is where real joy and peace are to be found. 
The world may call such a life dull and tiresome. The media culture cries 
out to us to indulge our various appetites in any way we choose, the more 
exciting and thrilling the better. But Jesus’s Gospel teaches us to get up 
every day and to engage in the same employments, to put one foot in front 
of another in an often-unvarying routine, and to feel happy and fulfilled in 
mundane accomplishments. Some of us may be called to more active 
engagement in the world’s affairs: to expose, confront, and defeat the evils 
of the world. These are men and women of war, if you will. Of course, I’m 
not only talking about members of the armed forces here. Whatever 
position they occupy in society, from lowest to highest, these are men and 
women who are called to expose the evil deeds of darkness. Not that there 
is any pleasure found in doing so. As every soldier will tell you, they fight 
so that there may be peace. And the ultimate peace we should all seek is 
the peace of Christ. 

As for those who are rich, Paul’s advice to his spiritual son Timothy, Bishop 
of Ephesus, is instructive. Paul tells Timothy to say to those Christians, who 
are rich in this world, first of all not to be haughty or arrogant. We should 



all trust in God alone. Not in earthly possessions. All good gifts come from 
God and are meant for our enjoyment. Our greatest enjoyment of God’s 
gifts is in using them to serve others. Riches provide the means for doing 
good works without which our faith is dead, as St. James tells us. 

As Jesus passed on from there, he saw a man called Matthew sitting at the 
tax booth, and he said to him, “Follow me.” And he rose and followed him. 
(Matthew 9:9)

Let us ask God this morning for the grace to trust in Him alone and to 
follow Him wherever He leads us. Just as Levi, later called Matthew, did, 
first as an Apostle and then an Evangelist.
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