Christ on Trial

A Lenten Service Series

Wednesday, February 13th, 2008
"Witness:  The Apostle Matthew"            

Tonight we continue our Midweek Lenten Sermon Series entitled:  “Christ 

on Trial!”  These sermons are based on the manuscripts from a little known trial concerning a man named Jesus, also called “The Christ” and “The Son of God.”  The transcripts from this trial deal with Jesus’ arrest and eventual execution.  The central  issue of this trial is this:   Was Jesus guilty OR was He innocent?  People throughout history have debated that issue.  The transcripts of this trial will research the facts and allow you to draw your own conclusion.  

       Last week you heard the opening statement from the Prosecutor.  Starting tonight you will hear the transcripts that record the words from the witnesses for the defense.  The transcript I will read for you this evening will allow you to hear the witness of the Apostle Matthew, who was once known as “Matthew, the Tax Collector.”  So, please listen carefully as I read this transcript which records for us the witness of the Apostle Matthew.
   MATTHEW:    


My name is Matthew – an Apostle of Jesus the Christ.  However, I was once known as Matthew, the Tax Collector.  What I’m about to say to you is the truth, the whole truth, so help me God. 


Now, as I said, I used to be a tax collector.  I was hired to sit at a toll booth along the road leading from the Sea of Tiberias, also called "Galilee." There I collected a set tax on the fish or merchandise being taken to the market. My employer had already paid the tax in a contract with the Romans, and was allowed to charge a certain amount over that as his profit. He then hired people like me to collect that tax, plus the profit.


However, it is well known that corruption was rampant in this system – and I was no exception.  You see, my fellow tax collectors and I would usually OVERcharge the people and then pocket the difference – all this in addition to the pay I was already getting for collecting taxes.  No wonder I didn’t have many friends – except for those who were sinners like me.



In fact, another reason I was despised by my own people was that I worked for the pagan, idol worshipping Romans – the same Romans who often oppressed my own people.  When the Pharisees would walk by my tax booth they would make comments and look at me with hatred and disgust in their eyes – and they taught others to do the same.  I didn’t like it, but it was a small price to pay for the riches and comfort I had because of my sinful practices.  Anyway, that was my life.



But then one day everything changed! I was sitting at my tax booth doing what I usually did, and the man named Jesus came up to me and, out of the blue, He said, "Follow me." I then closed my booth and followed Him.  Now, you might think I’m crazy.  However, allow me to explain why I did this.  

         You see, Jesus had been preaching and teaching in the region where I was working.  No one ever heard anyone speak like Him before!  Jesus preached and taught as though He were God Himself.  He would say:  “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.”  People said that Jesus was claiming to be the promised Messiah – or “The Christ,” as we say in Greek, which was the language of the Roman Empire.  On top of that, Jesus was claiming to be the very Son of God.  In fact, when Jesus was baptized by John, I’ve been told that the heavens opened and a voice spoke and said:  “This is My Son.  With Him I am well pleased.”  Obviously, this Jesus was something special!
                        Now, if that’s not amazing enough, Jesus backed up His words with some awesome deeds!  He healed many people of various illnesses – even leprosy!  You know, I was taught never to go near a person with leprosy, much less touch such a person.  But Jesus touched lepers and healed them!  On top of that, Jesus’ disciples insist that Jesus stopped a storm and calmed the sea of Galilee just by telling them to be still.  Can a mere man do that?  Jesus also cast demons out of people, showing that He had power over the devil himself.  I was always taught that only God had the power to control the devil and his demons.

But the most amazing thing of all happened just before Jesus told me to follow Him.  Some people brought a paralyzed man to Jesus in the hope that He would heal him, as He had healed many others.  But the first thing Jesus said to this paralyzed man took everyone off guard.  Jesus said:  “Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven.”
Now, this really upset the Pharisees.  You see, they knew from Scripture that only God has the authority to forgive sins.  So, in their minds they accused Jesus of blasphemy by claiming to do what only God can do.   But guess what!  Jesus knew what they were thinking!  Here’s what Jesus said:  “Why do you entertain evil thoughts in your hearts?  Which is easier: to say ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Get up and walk’?”  After Jesus said that, He turned to the paralyzed man and said:  “Get up, take your mat and go home.”  My friends, the man was instantly healed!  All these miracles that Jesus did prove that He is God’s Son, God in the flesh.  But this Jesus wasn’t simply concerned about our physical needs.  He taught that He came to forgive our sins and give us new lives with God.

Maybe now you can begin to understand why I couldn’t resist when Jesus looked at me and said:  “Follow me!”  Do you know what was going through my heart and mind that day?  When I saw Jesus coming toward me I was terrified.  You see, I knew that I was a sinner.  I deserved God’s wrath.  I had chosen to worship money instead of God.  And now the Son of God Himself was walking up to me.  Would He condemn me to hell with just one word?  That’s what I expected.  That’s what I deserved.  But instead, He looked at me with eyes of love and compassion, and then He spoke those words I’ll never forget:  “Follow me!”  Those words changed my life.  Those words told me that Jesus had forgiven me and that I could have a new life with God if I would simply trust in Him.

You see, one of the reasons I had not repented of my sin before this time was that I had been taught that God would forgive you only if you were worthy.  The Pharisees taught that I had to become like them if I were to have a chance for salvation.  Well, let me tell you, there’s no way I could ever have made up for all my sins.  As for being like the Pharisees, I don’t think I could ever have been as holy as I thought they were.  So, I thought to myself:  “Why bother?  There’s no hope for me anyway.  I might as well keep on doing what I’m doing.  At least I’ll have riches in this life.”   But my riches were not much comfort when I realized that one day I would lose it all when I had to die and stand before God.  I didn’t want to think about that.
Then one day God Himself comes up to me and stands right in front of me.  But He wasn’t there to condemn me!  He was there to save me.  When Jesus said  “Follow me!”  He changed my life! 


Now let me tell you something else.  Not long after Jesus spoke those words He ended up at my house for dinner. Guess what.  Other people just like me had been saved by Jesus, too!  There were other Tax Collectors who repented of their sin and trusted in Jesus.  There were other sinners, too.  Prostitutes, thieves and others – they were convicted by Jesus’ preaching.  They repented of their sins and put their faith in Him.  Well, I invited some of these people to have dinner with me and Jesus.  Let me tell you, when the Pharisees saw this, they were shocked.



You see, Jesus was not the Messiah the Pharisees expected.  Of course, they couldn’t deny His miracles and they couldn’t refute His teaching.  Nevertheless, they were offended when Jesus said:  “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.  For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”  This really offended the Pharisees.  Why?  They expected the Messiah to seek out righteous men like themselves and then reward them for their faithful obedience of God’s Law.  But Jesus was teaching that He had come to save sinners – and Jesus expected the Pharisees to repent of their sins along with us.  



After that, Jesus quoted this passage from the prophet Hosea:  “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.”  Then Jesus told them to go learn what that text meant for themselves.  Just think of it!  Jesus was telling the religious leaders that they were ignorant of the true meaning of the Scriptures.  Later on Jesus explained to us that this text from Hosea was condemning the religious leaders of that day because they were ignoring their own sin while going through the motions of religious ritual as though they were holy and pure before God.  Jesus wanted the Pharisees to see that they were guilty of the same sin.  They needed to repent along with us and follow Jesus.



Sadly, many Pharisees did NOT repent NOR did they trust in Jesus.  I must admit, I felt sorry for them.  I was once lost in sin just like them.  But then Jesus changed everything.  You know, even though Jesus did many amazing miracles – such as healing the sick, calming a storm, and even raising the dead.  For me, I’m Jesus’ greatest miracle!  Jesus took my sinful heart – a heart in bondage to sin; a heart in love with money; a heart that feared God’s wrath – Jesus took my heart and made me into a new person.  Jesus moved me to repent of my sin.  Jesus also gave me the faith to believe that He had forgiven all my sins.  Jesus could do this, because He was the very Son of God.



Now, I must admit, at first I did not understand how Jesus could forgive my sins.  I had been taught that God had to punish sinners.  God could not simply ignore our sinful desires, thoughts or actions.  So, I wasn’t sure how Jesus could forgive my sins.  I just knew that He said my sins were forgiven, and that was good enough for me.

                        But then later on I began to understand.  I remembered how John the Baptist called Jesus “The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.”  I also remembered how the priests would sacrifice lambs in the Temple as the sign that God could forgive our sins – but I never put 2 and 2 together.

                        Then one day it happened.  Jesus was arrested.  He was put on trial.  Even though He was innocent, He was found guilty.  They mocked Him.  They beat Him.  They nailed Him to a cross.  “Why?” I thought!  I said to myself:  “Jesus doesn’t deserve this!  Why is Jesus letting them do this to Him!  Jesus is God.  He healed the sick.  He raised the dead.  Why doesn’t He destroy His enemies?”  Then the Holy Spirit reminded me of what Jesus had said to us before His arrest.  Jesus said:  “…the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”



Then I finally began to understand.  Jesus could forgive my sins because He was suffering God’s wrath in my place.  Jesus was getting the damnation I deserved.  Even though Jesus was innocent, He took my guilt and the guilt of all people upon Himself and He took it to the cross.  That’s why He didn’t resist when they nailed His hands and feet to that rough wooden cross.  He is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.



Just think of it!  Jesus willingly died for our sins, just as He said He would.  In addition, Jesus also rose from the dead, just as He said He would.  I know.  I saw Him die and I also saw Him alive again.  After His resurrection Jesus appeared to us Apostles and also to others.  In fact, on one occasion He appeared to over 500 people who saw Him alive.  



As for the Jewish leaders who had rejected Jesus, they couldn’t explain this miracle away.  The Roman soldiers whom they insisted be posted at Jesus’ tomb – those same Roman soldiers witnessed Jesus’ resurrection for themselves.  The Jewish leaders had to pay them to lie.  The soldiers were told to say that a few of us Apostles took Jesus body out of the tomb while they were sleeping.  Now that’s a ridiculous story, if I ever heard one!
                        First, it would take more then a few of us Apostles to move the huge boulder they rolled in front of Jesus’ tomb.  Second, even if we could move the boulder, how could we do that without waking up the soldiers?  Third, no Roman soldier would ever fall asleep on duty, because that would mean the death penalty.  That’s why the Jewish leaders had to bribe the Roman officials as well, because the soldiers knew that if they said that they had been sleeping then their officials would have them killed.
No, the fact is that none of us Apostles were anywhere near Jesus’ tomb after He died.  Instead, we were hiding because we were scared for our own lives.  But then on the 3rd day after Jesus’ death some of the women who had followed Him went to Jesus’ tomb only to find a bunch of scared soldiers and an empty tomb.  Then an angel of the Lord appeared to them and said that Jesus had risen from the dead.  As they were running to find us and tell us the Good News, they met Jesus Himself.  Jesus said to them:  “Do not be afraid.  Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.”



Well, we didn’t believe the women at first.  But they were right.  Jesus had risen from the dead, just as He had told us He would.  We eventually met Him in Galilee, just as He said.  I then remember His words as though it were yesterday.  He said to us:  “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”



Well, that’s my testimony.  You might think I’m crazy, but this Jesus changed my life.  Jesus the Christ, the very Son of God, was put on trial and condemned to death – even though He was innocent.  We are the guilty ones, because He went to the cross for our sins.  Because of that loving sacrifice, someone like me is now a forgiven child of God and a follower of Jesus – the risen Lord and Savior.  
                        In closing, my prayer is that you will hear His voice and follow Him.  You see, you are all guilty sinners, just like me.  When you think about the sins in your life you might say to yourself:  “Why bother to repent?  Why follow Jesus?  I can never make up for all my sins.  I can never be good enough for God.  Why would Jesus want me?  There’s no hope for me.”  Don’t think like that!  The devil has lied to you!  Jesus came to save sinners who can’t save themselves – and I’m living proof of that!  So, repent of your sin and know that Jesus forgives you.  Then follow Him and live for Him and be His witnesses along with me.  Thanks for allowing me to tell you the facts.  
     Well, you’ve heard the witness of the Apostle Matthew.  Next week you will get to hear the witness of a woman who was healed by Jesus.  Until that time, feel free to discuss Matthew’s testimony among yourselves.
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