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Sermon for Sunday 19th May 2019  

–    Building an Easter People 

 

Prayer: 
Let the words of my mouth 

and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in 
your sight, 

O Lord our strength and our Redeemer. 
                                     Amen. 
 

This Sunday we begin the 5th week of Eastertide. Using 
the Narrative Lectionary, ‘Spill the Beans’, we begin to explore 
a theme of buildings which will run for 3 weeks from today and 
continue over the next two Sundays.   

 

The first readings we heard today came from the Book of 
Exodus, which follows the Book of Genesis.  It is the second 
Book of the Bible and also of the Pentateuch, a collection often 
referred to as the ‘five books of Moses’.  The role of Moses 
within the Judaism is undoubtedly as a strong and significant 
leader who had been in God's presence and is commissioned 
by God to liberate the people of Israel from their lives of slavery 
and bondage to Pharaoh, their foreign oppressor in Egypt. 
Despite Moses’ best efforts to negotiate release of God's 
people, Pharaoh ‘hardens his heart’ and resolutely refuses.  
The tension builds between God's power and authority and 
Pharaoh’s worldly power which can inflict pain, suffering and 
death on his subjects.  We know the story very well and know 
that ultimately God unleashes ten plagues on Egypt but the 
blood of the Passover lamb on the door posts protects the 
Israelites. Eventually they flee Egypt dry shod through the Red 
sea or ‘sea of reeds'. After forty years of wandering in the 
desert within the wilderness the Israelites are delivered to the 
Promised Land, a land of milk and honey, a land under the 
authority of God.  
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The Exodus reading from Chapter 30 we have heard 
today takes us straight into directly hearing God instructing 
Moses on how to take a census with a payment being made as 
a ransom for his, and perhaps ‘her’ life, we don’t really know 
how inclusive this was at that time.  In return for making this 
offering to the Lord, people were spared the plague.  The 
offering was the same for rich and poor so it would have a 
practical purpose as any good census offers.   The money was 
then to become an atonement ‘for the service of the tent of 
meeting’.  

So, within the narrative of the Exodus we see some 
glimpse into the different nature of the God of Israel. Unlike the 
gods of Egypt who were honoured in huge Temples, the God of 
the Israelites keeps the Chosen people safe from plagues, 
liberates them from oppression, feeds them with manna, the 
bread of heaven to sustain them in the desert, places a value 
on rich and poor alike and dwells in the ‘tent of meeting’: a 
temporary structure which moves with the people.  

So, let's now fast-forward to the time of Jesus to look at 
our second reading from the Book of Matthew, Chapter 17: 
verses 24-27. 

Let’s try to put this reading into its context a little or what is 
sometimes called its ‘Sitz im Leben’, literally its ‘setting in life’. 
As we know Matthew is one of the three Synoptic gospels 
which generally share sources. It was written some fifteen 
years after Mark's gospel and around the time of Luke's, some 
estimate this as around 85 CE. The date is significant in as 
much as it is an era after the Destruction of the Second Temple 
building in Jerusalem which was a catastrophic event in Jewish 
history, accompanied by considerable loss of lives but also a 
massive national identity crisis. Perhaps if we see how the 
recent fire causing destruction of part of Notre Dame Cathedral 
in Paris touched so many people, we may have a glimpse of 
how a building can have a deep iconic meaning so much to 
people whether they used it or not.   
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How could the Temple building signifying God's presence 
in the midst of the people of Israel be reduced to rubble? What 
did this say about God's relationship with God's people? How 
could the Jewish people make sense of this and all their 
suffering and loss at the hands of the Roman rulers and the 
local ‘Kings’ who had colluded with them? Such change left 
people confused and disorientated not knowing what would 
happen next... 

So, Matthew’s gospel is written as a highly structured text, 
making it a very useful means of teaching and easier to 
remember it in the five discourses, telling people about Jesus 
and the ‘Way’. It is considered by many Scholars to be a text 
which expresses a very Jewish understanding of Jesus to a 
community transitioning from being a Temple focused faith 
towards something finding its identity in an understanding of 
Jesus as the long-foretold Messiah, priest, prophet and king.  

The gospel story begins with a powerful introduction which 
sets the scene for all who heard it in the early oral tradition of 
the time. It unfolds later in much a similar way to a modern-day 
movie trailer whetting our appetite for what is to come with 
glimpses of key features. 

The Gospel of Matthew starts with the genealogy of 
Jesus, clearly linking him to what has gone before, namely the 
Royal lineage of King David.  David was chosen by God to lead 
God's Chosen people of Israel.  His kingship is understood as 
ordained by God, not earthly powers. Born in Bethlehem whose 
very name means the ‘house of bread’, Gospel hearers are 
reminded through the symbolic resonance of God's Providence 
bestowed on them through Moses in the desert.  So, Matthew 
skilfully interweaves much of the well-known symbolism of the 
long-awaited Messiah.  Jesus in Matthew is Emmanuel: a ‘God-
with-us', a God who enters into our world, our experience and 
the ordinariness of our every day living. And after the five 
discourses of this gospel text right through Jesus’ life, 
teachings, ministry until his death on a cross, then his 
Resurrection, Jesus commissions his disciples to go, tell 
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everyone the Good News that God's kingdom has come. As the 
Gospel ends, the disciples are reassured that Jesus remains 
with his disciples for all time, creating an inclusion back to the 
realisation that Jesus is Emmanuel, ‘God with us’, yesterday, 
today and tomorrow. 

The text we heard from Matthew 17:24-27 is one that is 
only found in this Gospel. The setting is in Capernaum, an area 
generally understood to be where Simon Peter lived and still 
has a ruin there said to be his home, close to the large 
Capernaum synagogue and just adjacent to the Mount of the 
Beatitudes and the Sea of Galilee.  

The collectors of the two-drachma temple tax confront 
Peter questioning him about his teacher Jesus' compliance with 
the tax. Even reading it in translation we can see the tension 
being raised. The collectors do not ask Jesus himself but seek 
a means of undermining his allegiance to the customs and 
practice of the Temple in Jerusalem which by this time had 
become a huge building with elaborate rituals and rules. Some 
of its ruins can still be seen today with massive stones, some 
the size of what looked to me to be the size of a bus! 

Jesus initiates a discussion when Peter comes into the 
house. In very typical Jewish teaching styles of the time, this 
would get disciples thinking things through based on premises 
of scriptural traditions. In Jesus’s questioning he refers to 
‘Kings of the earth’ – worldly leaders whose reigns were time 
limited in comparison to His kingship which is everlasting. 
There is something both subversive and subtle within Jesus’s 
words reminding Peter that points to their origins as children of 
an unearthly king, of God, who should be exempt of the 
taxation. But this is not only tax but also duties, so there seems 
a corruption of what was originally intended.   

 

Jesus realises they are free of the tax of atonement 
through their identity, however, he does not want to ‘cause 
offense’ and comes up with a novel solution. Peter was a 
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fisherman, there was not much he wouldn’t have known about 
fishing there. Jesus uses Peter's established skill in a new way 
with a surprising result which provides exactly what is needed 
to meet the need of paying their dues straight away.  

We seem to have had several weeks where fish featured 
in our worship lately. Within the early Christian communities, 
the Greek letters for fish ‘IHS', ichthyos, came an accepted 
symbol for ‘Jesus Christ Son of God'. In the fish Peter caught 
he offered the atonement tax for temporal authorities. In Jesus’ 
death, complete and final atonement is given as a sacrifice 
once and for all and so we can share in the fullness of salvation 
and look forward with hope to that day we each enter into the 
kingdom of God in all its glory when we share in life eternal. 

Perhaps as we go through the coming week, we may find 
God meets us in the ordinariness of doing what we do and may 
just occasionally surprise us in a way we did not expect, 
providentially meeting our needs in a special way. But perhaps 
not, so we can model our behaviour on Jesus’s: not seeking to 
cause offense whilst knowing we serve a higher authority than 
those living in buildings which will one day crumble. We can be 
reassured our lives in Christ are helping to build the Kingdom of 
God and in this we have a ‘sure foundation’. 

 

                                  Amen 

 


