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A friend of mine, who was particularly partial to bad Biblical jokes, would have had a glint in his eye at today’s first reading because it gave him the opportunity to ask: who needed to be the strongest man in the Bible? Answer: Matthias, because Acts 1: 26 says ‘the lot fell on Matthias’! Over the ten days between Ascension and Pentecost the disciples gave themselves over to prayer, in addition to which they had a single SMART target: to find a replacement for Judas Iscariot who had betrayed Jesus. In the end they appointed Matthias: this appointment raises a number of questions about how God calls us in the church (whether larger or smaller responsibilities) and more widely throughout our lives.
‘The lot fell on Matthias’. Who was he? We know nothing except what it says in this passage – that he’d been with the company from the start through to Jesus’ resurrection appearances, so he would be an eye-witness to all that had happened. This reminds us that there were such people: earlier Jesus had sent 70 out to go to villages before him, and now there were 120 gathering after the Ascension – so it wasn’t all about the Twelve. But they had a fixed idea about the number 12: Jesus had 12 disciples and he’d called 12 apostles to go, so the number must be restored, to be the authentic foundation stones of the new churches that are to be formed. 
We don’t know how Matthias felt about it. I wonder whether it was a burden to be labelled for ever as replacement for the traitor; or whether that would take the pressure off. At least he couldn’t do any worse than Judas! I guess he just got on with the job. But I do know many people today feel burdened by the sense they are the second choice, the substitute, the make-do, and are constantly looking over their shoulder. We need to factor Christ back in. If you are called by Christ you are good enough. As he said in the Gospel reading, we are one with him and to do his work is to have his joy within you. He calls each one of us for this moment and trusts us for whatever he calls us to do: ours is simply to get on with it.
‘The lot fell on Matthias.’ A lottery seems like a strange way to choose an apostle. There’s nothing of todays’ application processes, no screening of candidates, no references, no interviews, no selection conference. Instead he’s chosen by chance. It’s quite an instinctively human thing to believe God controls the things we can’t, so God is more likely to show his will through chance than through human action. The Bible does not endorse such a view apart from this passage in Acts. (There is the use of Urim and Thummin in 1 Samuel, but since no one knows how that worked we can’t learn very much!) This lottery is a one-off. It takes place before Pentecost, before the Holy Spirit has been poured out on all believers. After Pentecost, the apostles seek God’s will by calling on the Holy Spirit. Today, people seem to turn to chance more and more. I know many feel life is a lottery, tossed about by forces you can’t understand. Others, less dramatically, say they just can’t imagine how they ended up where they are. 
But we need to factor Christ back in. In the post-Pentecost world we can be assured it’s not about chance. I don’t mean that God micro-manages every aspect at our lives or shouts at us from the skies to tell us what to do. But the important thing for today is to see life in relationship to him and to one another and to find meaning and purpose through these relationships. As it says in the Gospel, whilst we are in the world we are with Christ and in Christ, through whom we know God the Father. How do we know where and how he’s calling us? It’s the Holy Spirit who whispers in our heart, which we discern sometimes because we get completely inspired by something, or sometimes because our conscience stirred by a wrong that needs righting, or, perhaps most often, by recognising we’re in a position to do work for his kingdom that needs doing and no one else will do it if we won’t. Calling has to be tested, by others, and by the experience of just getting on with it.
‘The lot fell on Matthias.’ Matthias took on responsibility as an apostle. From the outer circle he was suddenly pitched into the middle. He became one of those responsible for setting the tone in speaking for Christ, responding to criticism, deciding where to go next, founding churches; teaching clearly, authentically and accurately; responding to new circumstances; dealing with issues, problems and disagreements within the community, and much more. It’s a lot! It’s a great privilege, a great joy and a heavy burden. We may sometimes feel the lot has fallen on us, and in ways we didn’t sign up for. You may have gone to work as a part time temp and found yourself effectively running the business. 
You may have gone to see your grandchildren and found yourself caring for them 24/7. You may have said you’d make the coffee after the service and found yourself church warden. A natural reaction is to shout that the burden is too heavy, that we didn’t sign up for this, that we feel like and round peg in a square hole. Sometimes it is the case that we need to back off because it isn’t what God was calling us to. But before we do, just stop to ask if we couldn’t grow into the new role, filling out into the corners of that hole and becoming the person who is needed; or indeed that the hole couldn’t be reshaped to fit our particular gifts and abilities. We need to factor Christ back in. It says in the Gospel reading that Jesus prayed that we would not be removed from the world. These situations are the world as we know it. Escapism does nothing. His concern is that we are protected from the evil that attacks the soul; and that through being both in the world and one with him, we would be truly sanctified. It takes inner connection with him and outward engagement with the world to grow in faith, and maturity, and to be holy for him.
The lot fell on Matthias. In one way or another, the lot will fall on us. What will we do with it? 
