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We could believe that what the Gospel for today is telling us is that if we want to be one of Jesus’ 
friends we must be sinners. In fact, Jesus said, “I did not come to the virtuous, but sinners.” Since 
most of us are sinners and since most of us sinners don’t really enjoy hanging out with virtuous 
people anyway, this is astoundingly good news for us. Most of us at church pass muster with Jesus. 
For we come and confess our sins every week.  In fact if you are not a sinner, you probably don’t 
belong here! 

One of the hallmarks of modern society is a yearning after justice. Or at least we like to hope–or 
perhaps pretend–that it is. Justice is an ideal that stands over our political systems and it is the 
standard against which those systems are judged. We pray for justice and peace. 

For justice is about fairness. It is about treating people equally. One way of defining justice is that it 
is about getting what you deserve, no more, no less. It is a simple equation. Therefore, in a just 
democratic society, everyone is equal. In a just capitalist society, you get what you work for and 
earn. Conversely, in a just socialist society you get what you need. However you postulate the terms 
of justice, the definition still holds: each person gets what she or he deserves, nothing more, nothing 
less. 

This manner of thinking is so deeply ingrained in our consciousness that it spills over into our moral 
categories. It is justice that a law breaker be punished. It is justice that someone who does not want 
to work goes hungry. It is justice that the good person prospers. In a just society, then, whatever 
happens to the individual must be the result of that person’s behaviour. 

While the standard of justice has value for evaluating our social and political lives, I think that it has 
its limits. In particular, I think it has its limits for those of us who profess to follow Jesus. It has its 
limits for us because justice–giving people what they deserve–ultimately is not our standard. To be 
sure, Christian ethicists through the ages have attempted to articulate what a just society would look 
like in Christian eyes. But for Christians, justice is secondary and the outgrowth of another 
standard. That other standard is faithfulness. Our scripture readings today comment on this standard 
which overrides justice as the ultimate arbiter of human relations. 

The Prophet Hosea is talking about faithfulness in today’s first reading. For Hosea, then, God is in 
fact merciful, steadfast love. And Hosea says, this is what God wants from us. “I desire steadfast 
love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings.” Moreover, the merciful, 
steadfast love which God desires from us is to define not only our relationship towards God, but 
also our relationships towards each other. 

That this is so is made explicit in the Gospel reading from Matthew. There Jesus is doing a 
scandalous thing. He, a good and righteous man, is eating with tax collectors and sinners. Sitting at 
table and sharing a meal is an act of intimacy. As a rule we shun eating with people we don’t 
approve of. It was no different in Jesus’ day. And the Pharisees, who were also good and righteous, 
took Jesus’ disciples to task for his behaviour. Jesus does not deny that his table companions are 
sinners. In fact, he asserts that it is the sick who need a physician, not the healthy. He then tells them 
to “go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have come to call not the 
righteous but sinners.” Matthew here has Jesus quoting the Greek version of Hosea which translates 
“steadfast love” as “mercy”. Jesus’ standard, then, for us is to display mercy and steadfast love even 
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to those who do not deserve it. In other words we are not to be just, we are not merely to give 
people what they deserve, but we are to be merciful and steadfast in our love for others. 

Why? Well, in the first instance we are to use that as our standard of living because that is the 
standard Jesus displayed in his relationships with others. And because Jesus displayed merciful, 
steadfast love that shows us what God is like. 

God is merciful, steadfast love. That is how God relates to you and to me. For in God’s relationship 
with us, God chooses not to be just, rather God always chooses to love us with a steadfast mercy 
that we can not deserve nor, for that matter, can we get away from. 

Yes, God chooses not to use justice as a standard. God chooses not to be just but to be a steadfast, 
merciful lover, for to be just only means that you give to every person what that person has coming 
on the basis of her or his behaviour. And justice for us would mean condemnation pure and simple, 
no questions asked, no excuses accepted, a cut-and-dried case, because again and again we fall short 
of steadfast love of God and our neighbour, because again and again we fail to show mercy. 

John Calvin, one of the great theologians of the Reformation, to illustrate God’s mercy and steadfast 
love said that when we stand before the throne of judgment, the mercy seat, the stench of our sins, 
of our unfaithfulness, of our lack of love, rises like a foul odour. It is as if we are offensive to the 
nostrils of God. But God reaches out his loving arm and covers us with the fleece of Jesus Christ, 
the Lamb of God, who envelops us in himself as in a cloak, so that we are entirely covered by his 
loving embrace like lost lambs covered in the fleece of Jesus. And, Calvin says, the sweet smell of 
Jesus rises like fragrant incense to God’s nostrils and when God looks on us God does not see who 
we were. Now God only sees Jesus, the only-begotten Son of God. God welcomes us into God’s 
loving arms as the ewe welcomed her lamb who was dead but is now alive. Our former selves are 
no more; we are new creations in Christ, children of the living God. 

In the Gospel, Jesus called Matthew out of the customhouse to be his disciple. Matthew was a tax 
collector. Tax collectors, back then, were not well thought of, to say the least. When Matthew, a 
Jew, became a tax collector, people thought of him as a man who had given up his religious heritage 
to become rich. Jews were forbidden to serve the Roman government, and handling the Roman 
coinage shattered the ritual purity code of the Jews. Anytime you hear the phrase “tax collectors and 
sinners” in the Gospels, know that the lowest of the low are being named. Jesus ate dinner with 
them. 

Jesus eats with sinners. He does that to this very day. The Holy Communion is a meal. It is a unique 
meal. In it, Jesus is both the host at the table and the food placed in our hands. This meal has 
consequences. The preparation for this meal is lavish. There are things like a “fair linen” tablecloth. 
There are people who take special care with the dishes for this meal. The setting for the meal is 
usually in a very special place. Sometimes this space is full of beauty and is created at great 
expense. There is special clothing worn at this meal. Sometimes there is glorious music. But the 
most costly and precious part of the preparation is the part Jesus has done. 

Jesus gave his life to create this meal. When we take the bread, we take Jesus’ body. When we take 
the wine, we take Jesus’ blood. Jesus gave his life to prepare the feasts of all feasts for us sinners. 
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And this holy meal had profound consequences. For those of us sanctified sinners who know Jesus 
as Saviour and Lord, it is a time of joy, communion, being present with peace and love and going 
out into the world to tell of His mercy and His love to the glory of God. 

Fr Robert 
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