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Tax Collectors
Sermonette – February 11, 2017, Columbia, MD UCG

SPS: Having an understanding of tax collectors better helps us to understand biblical principles.

My parents recently complete their tax return and received an unpleasant surprise. It turned out that they owed more money in taxes than they thought, and instead of a refund, they were going to have to turn around and write a check to the government instead. That’s not a fun feeling at all, and when you are in that situation, you can’t help but be a little frustrated at the IRS or your state’s tax department. I think it’s safe to say that the tax man or the tax agency is universally unloved, and that’s probably been the case throughout all of history when the very first government charged the very first tax on its citizens.

In the bible there are many instances of tax collectors, and, just like in our time, almost all of these references are in the negative sense. There isn’t a lot of love for those tax folks either.

Notice this section of scripture in Luke chapter 18 and verses 9 through 11. It’s a parable that you’ve read many times, but I’d like to look at it with this perspective in mind.

Luke 18:9 - Also He spoke this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and despised others:
 10 "Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector.
 11 "The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, 'God, I thank You that I am not like other men--extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even [whew, what’s worse than these guys] as this tax collector.
 
Ouch. A tax collector was worse that the unjust and extortioners, almost like it was the most negative thing someone could think of. Such a negative connotation for this profession.

Today, I’d like to look into a couple of these verses that talk about tax collectors and pair them with some expanded context about what tax collectors were like at the time of Christ. In doing so, I hope to draw out a little deeper meaning in these New Testament scriptures than what might be on the surface.

There were characteristics of that profession, specifically in the time of Christ, which made it unique. And since it’s not quite the same in our day, we can lose a little bit of the flavor behind these verses.

First, just what was a tax collector? It’s called a publican in the King James Version and it simply means a tax gatherer. In Rome, the empire was divided into regions. Customs duties and taxing authority was given to a chief tax collector, or a publicani [pub – la - conie]. This was usually a member of the higher social class. This chief tax collector then farmed out the nitty gritty tax collection to others – usually to the highest bidder. And these people were publicanus. 

These were local people that lived in the region they collected taxes in. As a result, they were universally hated as the worst kind of sinners. Because they took from their own kind, their own people, and gave it to the occupiers, in this case, the Roman rulers.

[bookmark: _GoBack]It’s like if someone overthrew Maryland and subjected us in ways we disapproved of. And then one of your friends, or family members started to shake you down for money to help better fund this government that you don’t like in the first place. It would be very offensive to you. You would look at them like the stooped to a new low.

On top of that, we mentioned that these tax collectors received their jobs via the highest bidder. As a result, they had to extort additional money from the people in order to cover the amount that was due to the government and still make a living.

This is one of the things that John the Baptist was confronting in Luke 3 verse 12 and 13, you don’t need to turn back there, that says:

Lu 3:12 Then tax collectors also came to be baptized, and said to him, "Teacher, what shall we do?"
 13 And he said to them, "Collect no more than what is appointed for you."

John wasn’t telling them to stop being tax collectors, but rather to stop doing the dishonest part of it. Because as a result of this extortion, they were thought of as worse than the gentiles, due to the fact they turned their back on their own people purely for their own greed and benefit. 

But there was even more nuance in how tax collectors played into the society around them. Let’s notice a section of scripture in Matthew chapter 18 and verse 15 – 17. This is talking about conflict resolution and dealing with issues between people in the faith. 

Matt 18:15 - "Moreover if your brother [that’s not a literal brother, but a spiritual brother] sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone. If he hears you, you have gained your brother.
 16 "But if he will not hear, take with you one or two more, that 'by the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established.'
 17 "And if he refuses to hear them, tell it to the church. But if he refuses even to hear the church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector.

Again, of all of the types of people, why would a tax collector and a heathen be used here? It’s to illustrate a point in how your relationship changes at that point. They are no longer a brother or sister within the faith, but now just a regular person.  Tax collectors and heathens were both individuals that shunned their religion. Even further, because of their interactions with Roman authorities and Gentiles, they would be ritually unclean to practicing Jews. Because of this, there would be zero religious interaction between the two groups. As a result, this would be a turning point, where as you’d still be kind and loving as you are supposed to treat any stranger, but that is where your relationship would end.

One other element about a tax collector in the 1st century is in Matthew chapter 5 and verses 44 through 47.

Matt 5:44 "But I say to you, love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you,
 45 "that you may be sons of your Father in heaven; for He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.
 46 "For if you love those who love you, what reward have you? Do not even the tax collectors do the same?
 47 "And if you greet your brethren only, what do you do more than others? Do not even the tax collectors do so?

Why were tax collectors used in this example? Well, since tax collectors were shunned by their own people and didn’t really fit in with the authorities, they tended to gather together themselves. As a result, if you get a group of people together, that are generally disliked, generally deceitful and so on, they are going to have a unique connection to one another. These people, looked down upon by everyone, would still treat one another positively due to their unique comradely. 

I love how the People’s New Testament commentary states this: 

“The publicans, the gatherers of the Roman tribute, were generally [repulsive], and deemed the scum of the earth, but even they loved those who loved them.”

The point being made here that everyone loves people like themselves. And if that’s as far as you go in how you treat others, then you are no better than the people considered to be the lowest drudges of society. The hypocrisy would have hit home extra hard when their behavior was held up to a class of people that they considered the worst examples in the region.

In conclusion, turn to Matthew chapter 9 and verses 9 through 12:

Matt 9:9 - As Jesus passed on from there, He saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax office. And He said to him, "Follow Me." So he arose and followed Him.
 10 Now it happened, as Jesus sat at the table in the house, that behold, many tax collectors and sinners came and sat down with Him and His disciples.
 11 And when the Pharisees saw it, they said to His disciples, "Why does your Teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?"
 12 When Jesus heard that, He said to them, "Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick.

When Jesus Christ picked the tax collector Matthew and added him as a disciple, it would have been a shocking choice. Talk about progressive. He basically picked what the Jewish rulers of the day would have considered the worst possible choice as a religious disciple.

The scribes and the Pharisees wouldn’t even have interacted with Matthew, let alone sit in his house, let alone eat with him. That would have been unheard of. By picking Matthew, Jesus Christ demonstrated very drastically that He is not respecter of persons and saw something in Matthew character that others wouldn’t even have taken the time to see. 

It seems that no matter the generation, a tax collector is not a profession that everyone looks up to and wants to emulate. But as culture has evolved, it’s easy to lose a little bit of the context of just what a tax collector was in the time of the New Testament. It wasn’t just someone that took a portion of your hard earned money, but rather it had specific connotations to the audience that Jesus Christ was talking to. And when Jesus Christ used a tax collector as an example, it wasn’t picked at random, but was to more colorfully illustrate a concept.

Hopefully today, you can use the backstory of a tax collector to deepen your understanding as you dive further into God’s word.
