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My name is Levi.  Perhaps some of you don’t know me by that name but that was the name I 
was given at birth and the name by which I am referred to in the passage you just heard from your 
scriptures.  In other parts of your book I am referred to as Matthew, the name by which people seem 
to know me best.  That name means “gift of God.”  It is a name that humbles me, and as you can 
imagine, one that I cherish – not only for what it means but because it’s the name I began to use after 
my life when through quite the transformation. 

But I’m getting ahead of myself.  Let me tell you about my life before my transformation.  I 
grew up as a typical Jewish boy.  I went to synagogue, learned the scriptures (what you know today as 
the Old Testament), and participated in Jewish customs and traditions.  My life began to drift away 
from those roots, however, during my adulthood when I was led away by the lure of prosperity and 
riches.  I wasn’t content with what I had.  I wanted more; I wanted to be rich.  And the easiest way to 
do that, I thought, was to become a publican, a tax collector who worked for the Roman government.   

Now there were two types of tax collectors for Rome at the time.  One of them was the 
Gabbai, those who collected general taxes for the government, like property taxes and income taxes.  
Those taxes were usually set by official assessments.   

Then there were those, like me – the Mokhes – or some people called us “tax farmers.”  We 
collected taxes on beasts of burden, on axles on transport wagons, and on anything that was moved 
on the road (imports, exports, items for domestic trade).  We set tolls on roads and bridges.  We also 
charged a tariff on parcels and letters.  In addition to all those things, we could tax really whatever 
else we could possibly find to tax.   

I admit that as one of these publicans I was able to collect arbitrary amounts, and often, in 
addition to collecting taxes for the Roman government, I was able to pad my own pocketbook.  With 
this position, I had a very good income.  I’ll even go so far to say it – I was getting rich from my job. 

Now there were two types of Mokhes at the time.  One was the Great Mokhes, those who 
stayed behind the scenes and hired others to collect taxes for him.  Some of you may remember 
Zacchaeus, that short man that you sometimes sing about.  He was a Great Mokhes.  Others, like me, 
were the Little Mokhes.  We were the ones who manned the tax offices and who dealt with people 
face to face.  We were the ones people saw and the ones people resented the most. 

Perhaps you can relate to this in your culture today.  For example, I heard that when you want 
to buy an automobile, you often go to something called a dealership to do so.  I’ve been told that 
some of those dealerships have a good reputation.  The salespeople are fair and honest, and they will 
sell you a vehicle for a decent price.   

Then there are others, I understand, whose employees are what some people consider to be 
“shady characters.”  They don’t reveal everything that’s wrong with the vehicles, and the prices are 
way too high for what they’re worth.  These types of dealerships also have a reputation, a reputation 
that they cannot be trusted.  In the world of Roman tax collectors like myself, we were considered 
shady characters who could not be trusted.   

I know – I know I was detested everywhere – even more detested than those Roman soldiers 
who were in our area.  People viewed me as the scum of the earth. 

And as a Jewish tax collector, I was regarded as a traitor to my own people, a disgrace to my 
family, and essentially became an outcast not only from every part of Jewish society but also from the 
synagogue, which means I was excommunicated and classified as unclean.   



 

And in the Talmud, the central text of Rabbinic Judaism and the primary source of Jewish 
religious law, tax collectors are listed with robbers and murderers.  Even in your scriptures, in the 
story about me from the book of Mark, tax collectors are listed three times right along with sinners.   

All of this should have been enough to prompt me to seek a new profession, but as I said 
before, the pull of wealth, position, and power was so strong that I just couldn’t break free from its 
clutches. 

That is, until Jesus came to town.  One day I was sitting at my tax booth doing my daily work, 
and here he comes -- walking down that main road that leads through Capernaum.  He sees me 
sitting there at my desk, looks me right in the eye, and says, “Follow me.”  And that’s exactly what I 
did.  I got off my tax booth without any hesitation, left behind my lucrative profession, and followed 
after Jesus to become one of his disciples. 

I knew my decision would be a permanent one, for once it was made, there was no turning 
back.  In that day, there was no shortage of money-hungry men (like me) who coveted a tax 
franchise, and I knew that as soon as I walked away, someone else would step in and take over my 
tax booth, which is exactly what happened.  

Can you believe it?  Me.  Me, a tax collector, was called by Jesus to be one of his followers.  
That is the last credential people would expect to see from someone who would become a leader in 
the church.  And when I think about my fellow disciples, I don’t think any of them were as notorious a 
sinner as was I.  

Let me see if I can illustrate Jesus’ radical actions a bit more.  I’ve heard that sometimes 
children in your time use a certain method for choosing teams for a game.  Two leaders emerge from 
the group and begin to choose players for their respective teams.  Those picked first are usually those 
that are athletic, quick, and agile – those who will help the team win the game.  There may be 
exceptions – like a leader choosing his best friend – but not often.  Unfortunately the weak, the small, 
and the uncoordinated are often overlooked because the ones chosen first are the ones the leader – 
and the world -- see as most qualified. 

You would think that Jesus would have done the same thing when he began to assemble his 
team of disciples – like choosing the prominent religious leaders of the day -- but no, he chooses 
some highly unlikely candidates, and perhaps the most unlikely one was me. 

I’m guessing that some of you may be wondering what was going through my mind when 
Jesus called me that day.  That’s something I have spent much time thinking about as well.  I also 
understand that much in your time has been written and discussed about this topic.   

Some wonder if it was difficult to work under the weighty authority of Rome, and I was 
growing weary of it.  There is some truth to that.  They were not the easiest boss.  Others wonder if I 
was intrigued by Jesus’ ministry that was being talked about on the streets of Capernaum.  There is 
truth to that as well, especially what I heard of his leadership style and the way it was so inviting and 
so different – both from the Romans and from traditional Jewish leaders.  Others wonder if the faith I 
learned as a child was still there, and if it was beginning to bubble up inside of me once again when 
Jesus called.  That theory may be a bit of a stretch, although it’s true that I still knew the writings 
from sacred text. 

So what led me to immediately respond affirmatively to Jesus’ call?  Here’s what I can tell you 
-- God was seeking and drawing me by his Spirit, and that call was so strong that there wasn’t any 
way that I could say no. 

Some people say that Jesus’ miracles of physical healing were remarkable, and they were – 
like the time prior to my calling when Jesus forgave and healed a paralyzed man that had been 
lowered through the roof by his friends – but they weren’t the only remarkable things Jesus did.  The 



 

way he chose and called me, and the way God led me to respond, was also remarkable.  In fact, some 
have even called it miraculous. 

I was so excited, so filled with enthusiasm for the new life I had been given.  The crushing 
weight of my sinful lifestyle had been lifted, and Jesus had filled my life with a joy and gladness like I 
had never experienced before.  He had changed my life completely.  

So what do we often do when we’re so excited about something?  We celebrate and tell 
others.  I understand some of you do that when have a delicious meal at a restaurant, where the food 
is beyond your expectations.  The next day you’re talking to people about it and encouraging them to 
go there, too.  Or maybe you go on a vacation somewhere that is both relaxing and breathtaking.  
Upon you’re return, you are eager to share your experience.  “This trip was amazing,” you say.  “You 
really need to try it.” 

For me, with my newfound life, I threw a party.  And I’m not saying this to brag, but it was a 
really big, elaborate party.  Jesus was there.  The disciples were there.  Fellow tax collectors were 
there.  Others social outcasts were there.   

I know what you’re probably thinking, “Matthew, why would you invite tax collectors, people 
you yourself called the scum of the earth, as well as other lowlifes to this party?  What were you 
thinking?” 

I can answer that question in a few different ways.  First of all, who else was I going to invite 
the party?  Except for my new-found friendship with Jesus, who came with some of the other 
disciples, no one else would accept an invitation from me.  Given the way I had treated them as a tax 
collector, they would not want anything to do with me. 

But there’s another reason, and probably this was the bigger motivation for doing what I did.  
There was so much enthusiasm bubbling up in my soul about my new life with Jesus that I wanted 
others to experience that as well.  I wanted them to meet Jesus.  I wanted them to know what Jesus 
could do for their lives, too.  

One of the writers from your day called this my first evangelism event.  Perhaps that’s 
accurate, although I didn’t preach or teach or witness to others in any direct way.  I simply invited 
them for a meal so we could fellowship and spend time with Jesus.  

Most of the people who came to the party were thrilled to be invited. Thrilled, of course, is 
not the word we would use to describe the reaction of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, 
who were watching the scene unfold.  You could almost hear their complaints, their murmurings in 
the sound of the Greek word that is used here:  gonguzo.  “Jesus,” they said, “what are you doing 
eating and drinking with tax collectors and sinners?  Don’t you know that these people are unclean?”   

Jesus, of course, knew exactly what he was doing.  He looked at those Pharisees and 
responded with a saying from one of their own books, a commentary on the book of Exodus.  
“Healthy people don’t need a doctor,” he said to them, “sick people do.  I have not come to call those 
who think they are righteous, but those who know they are sinners and need to repent.”  Jesus didn’t 
let those religious leaders dampen the spirit of the party. 

Tonight we, too, are invited to a party, so to speak – a celebration, a meal, a time where we 
can come and be refreshed by being with Jesus – not physically present as he was for me, but 
spiritually present.  May it be, as you come, that you would experience that same unbridled 
enthusiasm, that longing and yearning to dwell with the Lord as you consider what Christ has done 
and continues to do in your life – especially when you consider the price he paid on the cross for us.  
And may that enthusiasm for Jesus be seen by others so that they, too, will say yes to following him. 
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