2

I Surrender All?
By Pastor Donald Neidigk
Matthew 9:9-13
Series A, Pentecost 2, June 7, 2026
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 [leaving everything- Luke 5:28] he rose and followed him.  Matthew 9:9
	I like Gospel songs. Many of the ones I like aren’t in our Lutheran hymnals. Sometimes that’s because they’re more emotional than Scriptural.  Here’s how one I like goes:
All to Jesus, I surrender, All to Him I freely give;
I will ever love and trust Him, In His presence daily live.
I surrender all, I surrender all.
All to Thee my blessed Savior, I surrender all.
(Inspiring Hymns, # 348, by J. W. Van De Venter)

It’s a beautiful, emotional hymn, but the words are what I’d call, “aspirational.”  Who actually surrenders all to Jesus?  If we were brutally honest, we’d have to admit that there are all sorts of things wrong in our lives.  It’s hard surrendering all to Jesus.  It’s a wonderful goal, but who’s actually going to achieve that in this life? 
An ideal picture of one who surrenders all to Jesus is Matthew. The gospel account takes place after Jesus heals a paralyzed man. Jesus is inside a house, teaching.  The paralyzed man’s friends want Jesus to heal him, but the crowd is so dense the friends can’t reach Jesus.  So they hoist their paralyzed friend up on the roof, cut a hole in it, and lower him right down to Jesus. 
What’s the first thing Jesus does?  He forgives the paralyzed man’s sins!  Then he heals him. What’s this teach us?  It teaches us that our biggest problem isn’t what’s wrong with our body.  Rather, our biggest problem is what’s wrong with our soul. Our first priority is having our sins forgiven, then the healing of our body follows.  Healing may not be right away, but it most certainly will come on that glorious day when Jesus returns.
Right after Jesus forgives and heals the paralyzed man he encounters Matthew the toll-taker in his toll booth. Matthew is also called Levi, son of Alphaeus. He has a brother James, son of Alphaeus who’s already a disciple of Jesus. Maybe James has been working on Matthew, telling him about the wonderful things Jesus has been teaching and doing, like forgiving and healing the paralyzed man.  Maybe Matthew witnessed it for himself. Either way, Matthew-Levi is ready for a change in his life.  
And why wouldn’t he be? Toll-takers and tax-collectors were a despised bunch of people. They bought their jobs from King Herod’s family or from the Romans. Tolls or taxes were collected on every crop harvested, every acre owned, every load shipped, every bridge crossed.  The collector took what he could from the taxpayer, gave the government its share and then kept the rest for himself.
Nothing’s really changed. Nobody likes paying taxes today any more than people did then. In New Mexico, avoiding taxes is almost standard operating procedure. Businesses often have two prices.  If you pay with a check, it costs more.  If you pay in cash, it’s less. That’s because it allows the provider to hide his income and not pay his taxes. And most of us are happy to pay in cash and save some money.
In Bible times people hated the government and they hated paying taxes.  But soldiers were everywhere enforcing the rules so the people had to pay up.  And tax collectors often got rich from taking their share and more. But Matthew-Levi, son of Alphaeus, had a conscience. Matthew means “gift of God” and Levi was one of the tribes of Israel.  And his brother James is actually named after Jacob, one of the patriarchs.  So Matthew-Levi must have come from a religious family.  He knew better than to rip off the people. I suspect he was feeling guilty.
And here’s Jesus passing by, Jesus who had just told a paralyzed man, “Your sins are forgiven.” (Matthew 9:2) So at the exact moment when Matthew is thinking, “Maybe Jesus can forgive me too,” our Lord calls out to him, “Follow me!” (Matthew 9:9)  And he does! Luke’s gospel tells us that Matthew-Levi “left everything and rose up and followed him.” (Luke 5:28)
What exactly did Matthew-Levi leave? Well, the most obvious thing was his profitable job. He left his toll booth.  He left the money he’d collected that day. His job wasn’t necessarily wrong.  Only collecting more than he was supposed to would have been wrong.  But the job itself was never condemned by Jesus.  When asked about paying taxes, Jesus once took a coin with Caesar’s picture on it and said, “Give to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s.” (Mark 12:17)
But when Matthew-Levi left everything, it wasn’t just the money and the job.  It was his sins that he left behind.  It was his guilt of over charging people that he left behind. It was the hopelessness of trying to save himself that he left behind. That’s the burden that he left in his toll booth when he got up and followed Jesus. That’s the eternal truth you and I are supposed to get from this story.   
And then what did Matthew-Levi do?  He held a feast to which he invited other tax collectors and sinners, with Jesus as the honored guest. Why would he do that?  He did that to celebrate his newfound forgiveness and freedom from guilt, and because he wanted all his friends who were sinful and guilty to find forgiveness in Jesus too. 
What joy there would have been at that dinner!  The only unhappy people were the Pharisees.  They complained to Jesus’ disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” (Matthew 9:11) I’d ask a different question. I’d ask,“Why do you Pharisees refuse to eat with tax collectors and sinners?”  
I think there are two reasons.  The first is that Pharisees don’t think they’re sinners and therefore have no guilt that needs forgiving.  And second, they think their reputation as righteous people will be damaged.  They’re wrong on both counts. “None is righteous, no not one,” and “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” the Bible tells us, regardless of our reputation with others. (Romans 3:10, 21) 
I bet every Pharisee that complained about Jesus eating with tax collectors and sinners that day also cheated on their taxes and did all they could to get out of paying what they owed. By refusing to admit they too were sinners, they remained lost and guilty.  What a contrast to Matthew-Levi who had given up any phony self-righteousness, surrendered it all and followed Jesus who forgave him his sins and granted him the gift of righteousness and a new life!
Pharisees thought they were good people because they kept the rules and attended the synagogue. But being religious doesn’t give anyone forgiveness of sins and a new and holy nature anymore than walking into a church saves us. Admitting our sin and guilt, leaving behind any pretense of self-righteousness, and then following Jesus by faith saves us.  That’s what Matthew-Levi experienced.  That’s what each of us can experience as we surrender our hopes of saving ourselves and trust Jesus and his cross.
There’s a beautiful image of this in John Bunyun’s famous book, “Pilgrim’s Progress.” Pilgrim is on a journey trying to rid himself of a heavy burden of sin on his back.  Only when he arrives at the foot of the cross and looks up with faith at Jesus who dies for him there, does Pilgrim’s burden of sin fall away.  Another old Gospel song says it well.
Do you bear a weight of sin
And you have no peace within,
And it seems like your life is but a loss?
You can find a sweet relief,
And a joy for every grief,
If you leave your heavy burden at the cross.  Amen.
(By John W. Peterson, New Hope Publishing Co.)
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Hosea 5:15-6:6
15 I will return again to my place,
    until they acknowledge their guilt and seek my face,
    and in their distress earnestly seek me.
6 1 “Come, let us return to the LORD;
    for he has torn us, that he may heal us;
    he has struck us down, and he will bind us up.
2 After two days he will revive us;
    on the third day he will raise us up,
    that we may live before him.
3 Let us know; let us press on to know the LORD;
    his going out is sure as the dawn;
he will come to us as the showers,
    as the spring rains that water the earth.”
4 What shall I do with you, O Ephraim?
    What shall I do with you, O Judah?
Your love is like a morning cloud,
    like the dew that goes early away.
5 Therefore I have hewn them by the prophets;
    I have slain them by the words of my mouth,
    and my judgment goes forth as the light.
6 For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice,
    the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings.
Romans 4:13-25
13 For the promise to Abraham and his offspring that he would be heir of the world did not come through the law but through the righteousness of faith. 14 For if it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void. 15 For the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no transgression.
16 That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring—not only to the adherent of the law but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all, 17 as it is written, “I have made you the father of many nations”—in the presence of the God in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist. 18 In hope he believed against hope, that he should become the father of many nations, as he had been told, “So shall your offspring be.” 19 He did not weaken in faith when he considered his own body, which was as good as dead (since he was about a hundred years old), or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah's womb. 20 No unbelief made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, 21 fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised. 22 That is why his faith was “counted to him as righteousness.” 23 But the words “it was counted to him” were not written for his sake alone, 24 but for ours also. It will be counted to us who believe in him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, 25 who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification.
Matthew 9:9-13
9 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.  10 And as Jesus reclined at table in the house, behold, many tax collectors and sinners came and were reclining with Jesus and his disciples. 11 And when the Pharisees saw this, they said to his disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” 12 But when he heard it, he said, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. 13 Go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice.’ For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.”


