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Thomas Marshall, the Vice-President of the United States under Woodrow Wilson a century ago, is credited for the famous quotation, “What this country needs is a good five cent cigar.”  He also made a remark about his own vice presidency which is ALMOST as famous.  Speaking of what he felt was the irrelevancy of the office he held for eight years, he said, “Once there were two brothers: one ran away to sea, the other was elected Vice-President- and nothing was ever heard from either of them again.”  I thought of that saying this week as I sat down to write this morning’s sermon.  After all, we are looking at the selection of Matthias as the twelfth apostle following the suicide of Judas, and once he was chosen, certainly to one of the most significant offices in the Early Church, we never see or hear about him again.  In fact, this is the one and only reference to him in all the New Testament.

The first part of our scripture lesson involves the death of Judas.  The account Luke gives here in Acts is different from the version given in Matthew’s gospel.  Matthew has it that Judas, overcome by remorse, threw down the money he had received from the priests in the Temple for his act of treachery.  He subsequently went out and hanged himself.  The priests, unwilling to put “blood money” into the treasury, bought a potter’s field with it for use as a cemetery for foreigners.  Luke, on the other hand, asserts that Judas purchased the field himself where he fell to his death, bursting open and his insides spilling out.  Whatever the facts are, two things remain clear: Judas died a violent death, and in some way he was connected with the purchase of a plot of ground that was called Akeldama or “the Field of Blood.”  Tradition has located this field where the Kidron, Tyropoean, and Hinnom valleys just outside Jerusalem all come together.  

When Jesus had chosen the original twelve disciples, it was obviously to mirror the fact that there were twelve tribes of Israel, that his new church was going to be the new Israel.  With Judas’s death, however, they were now short one person.  Therefore, Peter, as the de facto head of the group, stands up and announces that they have to choose a replacement for him.  He also lays down the qualifications necessary for the post, that it must be one who had accompanied Jesus from his baptism to his ascension into heaven as well as a witness to his resurrection.  Out of the number who could satisfy those conditions, they chose two persons- Joseph, called Barsabbas who was also surnamed Justus, and Matthias.  After praying, they cast lots and the lot fell upon Matthias who was then enrolled with the other eleven.

There are a number of points I find interesting here.  The first is who WASN’T chosen.  For such a young group as this, you would have thought they would have looked to a person of considerable means and influence- someone like a Nicodemus or Joseph of Arimathea.  After all, these were two of the most important and well-connected persons of their day- men of considerable power and wealth who were also members of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish High Court.  It was Joseph who had asked for and received Jesus’ body from Pontius Pilate, and both he and Nicodemus had taken it upon themselves to wrap him in burial spices.  It was also in Joseph’s tomb that his body was placed.  They were certainly willing to risk their lives and reputations by associating with Jesus, and by this time, both had become convinced of his messiahship and were firmly committed to his ministry.  If those early disciples had wanted to establish some instant credibility, that would have been the way to go, wouldn’t it.  Instead they choose a relatively anonymous figure who it seemed liked to remain quietly behind the scenes.

Another person, certainly a more RADICAL choice considering the conservative nature of that culture, would have been to elevate a WOMAN to leadership in the church- perhaps someone like Mary Magdalene.  Certainly, the gospels leave no doubt as to the depth of love she had for Jesus.  She had been an early follower of his and it was to her that our Lord made his first resurrection appearance.  That had to count for SOMETHING.  And yet, despite all her faithful service, despite her leadership among the women, despite all her contributions to his ministry, and despite her being the first witness to Jesus’ resurrection, Mary Magdalene’s name never even came up as a possible replacement for Judas.  

Instead, two obscure, low-level figures whose only mention in the entire Bible occurs here in this morning’s text are placed in contention for the high honor becoming one of our Lord’s most important representatives here on earth.  This oversight is then compounded by one of the strangest nominating processes used by the church- the casting of lots.  The precise method is not known for sure but it seems to have been the shaking of two stones together in a container.  On each stone was written one name.  The stone that came out was then taken to be the Lord’s choice.  It was no different than putting both names into a hat and then drawing out the winner.  

Of course, you can’t help but wonder how such an important decision as to who will be the twelfth and final disciple could be decided in such a makeshift manner.  After all, candidates for President of the United States usually have to audition for several years before the American public before they begin to gain any credibility.  Then they must be subjected to a very grueling primary or caucus system before the election itself is held.  This past week, the American Idol winner was chosen after having to compete for the past three and a half months against twelve other finalists in a series of highly competitive singing contests.  Hundreds of millions of persons over that time then dialed in their favorite American Idol to determine the winner.   Even our Presbyterian call system involves far more than that.  Most ministers are only installed after a process that can take anywhere from one to three years- one that involves the creation of a pastoral nominating committee, the completion of a mission study, an extensive candidate search, and then the extending of the call itself which must have the concurrence of both presbytery and the congregation.  Yet here, one of the most important figures in the Early Church is decided by a simple roll of the dice.  Once the Holy Spirit is bestowed on the day of Pentecost, however, it is never used again.

Regarding Matthias’s life and ministry, we’re really left with nothing more than a handful of assorted traditions.  According to Hippolytus of Rome, an Early Church Father, he died of old age in Jerusalem.  St. Nicephorus, a Greek historian from the fourteenth century, claimed that after preaching all through Judea, he went to Ethiopia to establish churches.  He placed his death by crucifixion in Colchis which is on the coast of the Black Sea in the Republic of Georgia.  Another tradition says that after preaching for years in Ethiopia, he died in Sebastopol and was buried near the Temple of the Sun, most likely in the modern day Sudan.  One apocryphal story about Matthias’ ministry in Ethiopia is that he went among the cannibals and was thrown into prison and eventually freed by the Apostle Andrew.  Then there is a tradition that the Israelites stoned Matthias in Jerusalem and then beheaded him.  There was a Gospel of Matthias that circulated among the Early Church but it was never accorded the same authority as the other four gospels.  All in all, what CAN be said of him was that Matthias was a quiet follower who was committed to Jesus from the very beginning- first as one of the 70 disciples and, then after his election as the 12th Apostle immediately after his ascension. 

When you pull all the facts together, you essentially get a Christian named Matthias who was never mentioned before nor heard from again whose sole qualification for the office was that he had followed Christ from the beginning and had seen him after he had risen.  He was ultimately chosen, not because he had more experience or possessed greater intelligence or spiritual maturity than Joseph “called Barsabbas and surnamed Justus” but because it was HIS name and not the other that had been selected by lot.  To honor him, the Church eventually made him the patron saint of reformed alcoholics, carpenters, smallpox, and tailors.  Because he seemed such an unremarkable figure who spent much of his life faithfully laboring in obscurity, there are some preachers and theologians who argue that Matthias was an “accidental apostle,” that he may have been the selection of those early disciples but GOD’S choice was yet to come- with the conversion and commissioning of Saul of Tarsus as the Apostle Paul a few years hence.  In time, Paul would become the greatest apostle of the Early Church, proclaiming the gospel and establishing congregations all throughout the ancient world.   

I for one have never subscribed to that.  I find the effort to discredit Matthias simply because he seemed so common and obscure as an act of pure snobbery.  You see, the fact is that God has always had a special love for everything “common” in his world.  As Abraham Lincoln once observed, “God must love the common man, he made so many of them.”  Christ himself became common in order to prove that very point.  He entered this world in the humblest of circumstances- the back of a one-car garage, and grew up in less than a middle-class household.  He inaugurated his ministry by appealing to common folk of every stripe all throughout Judea and Galilee, to women AS WELL AS men- fishermen, simple laborers, and various trades people.  In fact, what made Christianity so distinctive from every other religion in the ancient world is that it consciously sought to eliminate all class distinctions, that as we were all equally sinners before God so were we all equally recipients of the very same grace as everyone else.  Therefore no person or group of persons should receive favors on the basis of one’s economic or social status.  Paul says as much himself to the church in Corinth when he wrote: 
For consider your call, brethren; not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth; but God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong.  God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God. (1 Cor. 1:26-29)
Perhaps you have asked YOURSELF the question which never seems to go away, the one that goes, “Can anything good come from a life so common, so ordinary, so inconsequential as mine might be?  Why I'm only a common human being leading a common ordinary life.  I put my hours in at work, pay the bills, see that everyone is clothed and fed, watch some TV in the evenings, and then go to bed.  My life is filled with routine, and aside from my family, my church, my friends, and maybe the persons I work with, my life doesn't amount to much.  I'm just an insignificant little person from an insignificant city on an insignificant little planet- a life without much promise, much hope, much future.  Can anything good come out of MY life?" 
OF COURSE IT CAN!  FIRST, nobody is ever just "common" to God.  Each one of us is so very special in his sight, having been uniquely formed by his hands and where our every need and care is lifted up into his own heart.  Though society may brand us as common and insignificant, to GOD, we remain his cherished children.  As I always love to repeat, God can never love Jesus, his only-begotten Son, anymore than he personally loves you or me.  And SECOND, our commonness means that we meet all the criteria to be of GREAT use to God.  God doesn’t look to our theology or to our denominational affiliation or to our social standing and worldly successes- rather, he only looks to our heart.  WE MIGHT NOT BE WEALTHY but each of us is certainly rich in love and joy and patience and goodness.  WE MIGHT NOT BE INTELLECTUALS but all of us are blessed with a knowledge and wisdom from above more valuable than any sheepskin hanging on our wall.  NONE OF US MIGHT WIELD GREAT POWER but at work within us is the power of faith and hope and moral courage through the Holy Spirit.  This force is far more effectual in shaping the character of nations and individuals than even the mightiest army.  

One of my favorite preachers, Fred Craddock, tells a story about his own ministry and sense of call.  He says that he always imagined that someday he’d do something really great, that he’d be a martyr for Jesus.  There’d be a monument built for him to recognize his deed and people would come by and read “Here’s where Fred gave it all for Jesus.”  He always thought his call would play out as a spectacular $100 bill kind of experience.  But then he came to realize that his ministry was actually about giving lectures, reading books, grading papers, going to meetings.  He knew he’d finally accepted that call when he took the $100 bill to the bank and said, “Give it to me in quarters.”  Now, Craddock says, he lives out his call one ordinary quarter at a time.
Isn’t Craddock describing for us what essentially the Christian life is all about- that it is living out our call one ordinary quarter at a time, performing routines which sometimes feel dull and dreary, and yet in spite of it, continuing to lead quiet lives of steady and dependable service and love.  Yes, we ARE common and inconsequential but, you see, that’s to our advantage for it is the habit of God to use nothing BUT the most common, the most ordinary, the most mundane things to accomplish the most EXTRAORDINARY acts of charity and love- the things that REALLY count to God.  Take our church, for example.  In the eyes of the world, people might ask, "Can anything good come from First Pres?"  Yes, and it DOES!  The Word gets preached, Christ is worshiped, the sick get prayed for, children are taught, and the hungry of heart become fed- accomplishments God considers GREAT in his sight.  
People may even look at our individual lives and ask, "Can anything good come from you or me?"  The answer is STILL yes, and it DOES!  You take a shut-in shopping, you do volunteer work for the local hospital, you offer a meal to a hungry stranger, you visit a sick neighbor, you comfort a grieving friend- on the scale of GOD'S values, THIS is what he regards as TRULY important.  Friends, if anything good could come from a group of ordinary fishermen, then most assuredly something good can DEFINITELY come from an old brick church like First Pres, and from lives as common and as seemingly insignificant as yours and mine.  Mathias thus become more than just the patron saints of alcoholics and carpenters and tailors, he becomes the patron saint of persons everywhere who humbly labor in obscurity, never calling attention to themselves but striving to do their very best to represent Christ as faithfully as they can.  That must put him among the GREATEST of the apostles in God’s book. 
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