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Passages:
Matthew 9:9-13 (Micah 6:6-8)
Idea:
“We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us.”
Subject:
Sacrifice, hospitality, & purpose; a life study of Matthew
Title:  
Matthew’s Life in Three Words, JJB, SPUC, 22 July 2007
This past week my family & I watched a movie that is titled Akeelah and the Bee.  It is the story of gifted Afro-American girl from Los Angeles, California who overcomes all her fears and all other obstacles to compete in the National Spelling Bee in Washing​ton D.C.  (A spelling bee, for those of you who haven’t heard of such a thing, is simply a spelling competition – a competition which can be a very challenging indeed, especi​ally with the English language!)
Akeelah is the name of this young girl, and she has a spelling coach named Mr. Lara​bee.  At one point in the movie, Mr. Larabee asks Akeelah, “Do you have any goals?  What would you like to be when you grow up?  A doctor, a lawyer, a stand-up comic?”

“I don’t know,” says Akeelah.  “The only thing I’m good at is spelling.”

Then Mr. Larabee tells Akeelah to go over to a plaque on the wall and read it aloud.  So Akeelah does.  And this is what she reads:  “Our deepest fear is not that we are inade​quate.  Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.  We ask ourselves, ‘Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, and fabulous?’  Actually, who are you not to be?  We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.”
Isn’t that a great quote?  I especially like the line that says, ‘We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us.’  That is an inspiring line – but also a line that might cause a person to ask, “Well, how do you do that?  How does one ‘make manifest the glory of God within us’ – especially when all that one is good at is some​thing like … spelling?
Perhaps there are some here today who believe that they are not really good at any​thing – not even spelling!  If making ‘manifest the glory of God that is within us’ means being truly good at something, then you might think that you don’t even qualify.  But that is not true.  The glory of God is like potential:  it’s built in to each one of our lives!  Everything the Lord makes is infused with his glory, and the Lord God made you.

However, I admit that it is indeed a great challenge to ‘make manifest the glory of God that is within us,’ just as it is a great challenge to live up to our potential.  But Matthew is one who seemed to do this; in the very little that we know and can presume to know about Matthew, it seems clear that he was one who, very admirably, made manifest the glory of God that was within him.  And today I would like to explore with you just how Matthew managed to do this.
Specifically, I would like to share with you three words that I think not only summarize most of what we know about Matthew, but also that suggest how he manifested God’s glory in his life.  Must these three words also describe other followers of Jesus?  In other words, must these same three words describe you and me, if we are truly com​mitted to our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ?  Yes – and no.  In a basic sense, the three words that I have chosen to describe Matthew must also describe us, and every follow​er of Christ.  But you know what?  I believe that there could be different sets of three words for each and every one of us … words that not only bring out our beautiful indi​viduality as God’s unique creations, but also words that describe how the glory of God has been and is being uniquely manifested in your life.  So, as you listen to the three words that will describe Matthew for you today, mull over in the back of your mind what your three words might be.  Which three words, when combined, uniquely des​cribe you and God’s marvelous work in and through your life?
First, Matthew was sacrificial.  He had had a good job.  It was a job that had earned him the hate and spite of his fellow Jews, but as far as making money was concerned, it was a good job – even a great job.  As our passage indicates, Matthew was a tax col​lector.  His tax collector’s booth was probably at a strategic point on the international highway that went from Syria to Egypt, passing through Galilee.  Many of us here, to​gether, were at a tax collection point of a major ancient highway. Do any of you remem​ber where?  Yes, in Döşemealtı, at the ancient Roman road, just before it ascends the mountain.  The ruins along that point in the road are not only the remains of a way-station for soldiers and travelers alike, but it would have also been a point of tax col​lection.  Tax booths – no doubt similar to the one Matthew sat it – would have lined the highway at that point, and one could not have traveled farther upon the road without paying both the amount required by the local authority and the added commission for that particular tax collector.
So, Matthew worked for the local authority, who was none other than the despised local Roman ruler of Galilee, Herod Antipas.  Herod Antipas heavily taxed the Jews, because he was an ambitious builder.  He built the city of Tiberius – a city, by the way, which the carpenters Jesus & his father Joseph may have been forced to contribute to, through the use of their carpentry skills.  Herod Antipas was the kind of ruler who would have used, to some extent, anyway, forced labor to build something that he wanted built.  But Matthew chose to work for Herod … for this power-monger who divorced his own wife in order to marry his step-brother’s wife, and who even had John the Baptist beheaded.
So it was no wonder that Matthew’s fellow Jews despised him.  He earned his income (and it most likely was a hefty income) off the greed of an ambitious, evil, and hated foreign ruler.  Consequently, the typical Jew would not have even spoken to Matthew; if anything, they would have sneered at him, cursed at him, perhaps even spit at him.

But the Rabbi Jesus called him, and said, “Follow me.”
That call made all the difference in Matthew’s life.  That call, and his positive response to it, was like the uncorking of God’s glory in Matthew’s life.  And the very first mani​festation of that glory was sacrifice.  Matthew got up, essentially quit his lucrative job on the spot, and followed Jesus.  Oh, very likely Matthew and Jesus had interacted before this point in time; there had probably been a friendship already established.  But in any case, Matthew suddenly expressed his complete trust in Jesus by making a great sacrifice in order to follow him as his disciple.

Matthew was sacrificial, and I believe that many of you have been too.  Not many of you are here by personal choice, but you’re here in Turkey because you believe that, through various circumstances, God led you to live in this land that is far away from beloved family members and from the particular land and town in which you grew up.  That kind of sacrifice makes absolutely no sense to the Herod Antipases of this world; those who are driven by personal ambition and desire for material gain cannot under​stand those who move at God’s command.  But, dear Friends, be assured of this:  God’s wisdom rejects the careful calculations of man’s wisdom, and God’s way re​fuses the ambitious advances of man’s way.  Following Jesus requires sacrifice:  the giving up of what we cannot keep in order to gain what we cannot lose.  So, along with Matthew, may our sacrificial way of living prove to be our expressions of thanks and praise to God, who lavished upon us his mercy, and who united us with his Son Jesus Christ in both his death on the cross and his resurrection to eternal life.
In addition to being sacrificial, Matthew was hospitable.  I think it’s fascinating that really the only other thing that the Bible tells us about Matthew is that he had a dinner at his home.  And at that dinner was not only Jesus and his disciples, but also several other ‘sinners’ and tax collectors.  It seems important for the writers of the Gospels to reveal that Matthew was hospitable, and that he used his hospitality to not only serve Jesus and the other disciples, but also – and at the same time – sinners and other despised persons whom Matthew believed also needed to get to know Jesus.
You know, I would be the first to admit that I don’t do nearly enough of this.  My ten​dency is to compartmentalize my Christian friends and my non-Christian friends; I don’t really have a reason for that, but that seems to be the case.  In fact, I think I could safely say that I don’t exercise enough hospitality period, but especially redemptive hospitality, or intentional hospitality (where the intention has to do with bringing people to Christ) – this doesn’t have as much the priority in my life as it used to.
But it should.

I have learned an important lesson as I’ve grown older, Friends.  And it is this:  the more important time becomes as a resource, the less important hospitality becomes as a practice.  Hospitality takes time, doesn’t it?  It takes lots of time.  This past week we did have some Turkish friends over, friends who have been inviting themselves over for quite some time now.  But we’ve had to basically say to them again and again, “I’m sorry, but tonight won’t work for us … that night won’t work for us ….”  It almost gets embarrassing after awhile.  But finally we had them over, and as we talked on and on, I confess that I started fighting off sleep.  I even pinched myself several times!  But my point is this:  hospitality is a God-reflecting practice – God’s hospitality has been flow​ing immeasurably since the creation of this universe, Friends, this universe that is hos​pitable to human life – and it is a practice that takes time. Bless you, dear Friend, if you are one who does hospitality well, and may God bless many others through your gift.
Finally, Matthew was purposeful.  Though he left his tax-collector’s booth, he must have kept his pen.  Because he, who must have been a gifted record-keeper of taxes paid, evidently became a record-keeper of deeds done and words said.  There is good reason to believe that, although Mark’s Gospel was most likely the first written and widely distributed, portions of Matthew’s Gospel evidently preceded Mark’s.  I don’t have time to go into the details of this theory, but it seems likely that Matthew was the one disciple who kept some kind of records of Jesus’ words & deeds during his minis​try on earth.  And the Gospel that Matthew produced, with its famous ‘Christmas story’ passages, with its renowned Sermon on the Mount, with its greatest quantity of Jesus’ teaching, with so many of Jesus’ wonderful parables, and with its magnificent ending in chapter 28:18-20 – his Gospel was the fa​vorite of the Early Church, which is probab​ly the reason it was placed first in the canon of the New Testament.
Matthew was purposeful in the living out of his commitment to Jesus Christ; are you?  Are there three words that not only accurately describe you, but also reveal the unique way that you are manifesting God’s glory in your life?  For Matthew, it seems clear that those words were (or could have been) sacrificial, hospitable, and purposeful.  What, I wonder, would be three words that would suit you?  You might want to think about that this week, and also ponder the truth that “we were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us.”
Amen.
