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As Jesus went on from there, He saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax collector’s booth. “Follow Me,” He told him, and Matthew got up and followed Him.



While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew’s house, many tax collectors and “sinners” came and ate with Him and His disciples. 
When the Pharisees saw this, they asked His disciples, “Why does your Teacher eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?”



On hearing this, Jesus said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. 
But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice’ (Ho6v6). For I have not come to call the righ​teous, but sinners.”


Although there are many uncertainties in this new year, it does seem fairly clear that the new year will involve a number of doctor visits.  Perhaps you already have some lined up.  I already have an appointment set up with my cardiologist for May 7, with a blood test and an echocardiogram beforehand.  That’s one of those regular check-up appointments, going not because I am sick, but so that I don’t get sick.


Last year, when Dr. Clark was still sick and there was still some slim chance that he would recover, I needed to go to a doctor, so I went over and visited the girls, as I’ve heard many people call them.  I suppose that they or one of them is now my regular doctor, and I went to see them again last week, in order to get a prescription for antibiotics for an infection.


I have gone to Dr. Clark more than once over the years, knowing that he couldn’t solve my problem, but that he could refer me on to someone who could.  I needed his diagnostic abilities to point me in the right direction.


Jesus used the picture of doctors to help the people at His time understand why it was that He was eating with tax collectors and other sinners.  People at that time knew that when they were sick, then they saw the doctor, but when they were healthy, they didn’t see the doctor.  Appa​rently, they had no well doctor visits, no regular check-ups.  Over at the girls, they have two waiting rooms, one for healthy patients, and one for sick patients.  But even so, we get the point of Jesus’ illustration.  When we are sick, or when we are concerned about getting sick, or when we want to avoid getting sick, then we see the doctor.


Will any of those conditions apply to you and me in this new year?  Certainly.  Perhaps all those reasons.  But Jesus was talking about a much more serious condition, a much more serious disease than handled by any of the doctors we normally go to.  He was talking about a disease that only He can cure, that only He has cured.  Do we have that disease?


Jesus called Matthew to be His disciple.  Matthew is perhaps his new name; it means “disciple” or “learner.”  His previous name had been Levi, a very Jewish name.  He had been employed previously as a tax collector, probably close to the port in an important town at the north end of the Sea of Galilee.  The tax he collected was mostly on trade, imports and exports; as the merchandise passed through, a portion was taken for the government which kept things safe for commerce.  People then seem to have liked tax collectors just about as little as people do today.  Taxes are, after all, one of the big reasons this nation was originally formed.  We still pay taxes, but at least we have some say in who decides how much tax we should pay.


If we were to draw up a list of characteristics desirable in people chosen to be Jesus’ disciples, experience as a tax collector would never make that list.  Matthew would have needed to know percentages and exchange rates; most likely, he would also need to know the penalties for trying to avoid paying the tax, and would have known the various Roman soldiers stationed nearby by name.  But Matthew would not necessarily have excelled in making friends and influencing people.  We aren’t really told much about what Matthew did as a disciple.  He invited his friends to meet Jesus.  Later, he wrote down an account of Jesus’ life which we still find useful today.  It is the longest of the four Gospels, and stresses over and over again the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies.  The evangelists Mark and Luke also record this incident, but neither of them include the Old Testament passage that Jesus quoted.


For reasons of His own, Jesus chose Matthew to be one of His disci​ples.  “Follow Me,” Jesus said, and Matthew did, leaving his former life behind.  But Matthew did invite many of his friends to a dinner at his house.  Perhaps it was planned as a farewell dinner, explaining to his many friends that he was leaving his career as tax collector and following Jesus.  It also served the purpose of introducing his friends to Jesus.  “This is the Man I’ve been telling you about,” Matthew might have said.  Even if they were not chosen to be Jesus’ disciples, they would still meet the Savior of the world.


Matthew’s friends were mostly just like him, tax collectors.  Birds of a feather flock together.  Normal people didn’t like to associate with tax collectors.  Here, the people eating at Matthew’s house are described as “tax collectors and ‘sinners.’”  Who were these “sinners”?  The word “sinners” was the one used by the Pharisees.  They wanted to fault Jesus for associating with riff-raff, so they described the people at Matthew’s house as tax collectors and other “sinners,” probably meaning other tax collectors, or those few people who associated with tax collectors.  The Pharisees would never have described themselves as “sin​ners.”  The name “Pharisee” means “the perfect people.”  No, they described Matthew and his friends as “sinners,” and thus Jesus who associated with them must also be a “sinner.”


Matthew knew better.  He associated with Jesus because he knew he was a “sinner.”  As Jesus explained, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.”  Jesus is the doctor, the Good Physician.  Matthew recognized that he was sick and that he needed the doctor.  He was not sick because he was a tax collector, but he was sick because he was a human being.  He knew that he sinned in whatever he did, and that he was not above sinning as a tax collector.  His sin was not being a tax collector, but perhaps cheating as a tax collector, perhaps charging too much to his enemies, too little to his friends.  His sin was in his anger, or in his greed, or in his lack of contentment.


He knew that he needed help.  So did his friends who ate with him.  But the Pharisees who faulted Jesus did not know that they needed help.  They thought that they needed nothing Jesus had.  He was just another low-life associating with other low-lifes.  They didn’t know that they were sick, and so they didn’t know that they needed the doctor.  Jesus sought to point out their sin to them, and sent them to an Old Testament passage, to words recorded by the prophet Hosea, just five words, easy to remember, “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.” Ho6v6.  Did the Pharisees get Jesus’ point?


They were good at the “sacrifice” part.  They went through the motions of worship, bringing the appropriate sacrifices at the appropriate times.  Whenever God’s law required that they do something, they were doing it.  That part they got.  But their hearts were not involved.  They were going through the motions, as if God had only demanded such external obedience from them.  No, God always wants the heart, He wants our love, He wants our full devotion to Him, He wants our willing and joyful obedience to His laws.  In the words of God recorded by Hosea, He wants “mercy.”


The Pharisees were anything but “merciful.”  They were harsh and vindictive, but never “merciful.”  They were quick to point out other peo​ple’s faults, but never to help them with them.  On this very occasion, they came to Matthew’s house, not as part of the tax collectors and “sinners” group, but only to find fault with Jesus.  They quickly did.  They jumped to conclusions, to wrong conclusions, and stubbornly stuck with their wrong conclusions.  Had they been “merciful,” they would have taken Jesus’ words and actions in the kindest possible way.  Instead, they faulted Jesus for what He had not done.  They should have understood from Jesus’ words that they were not perfect, but that they were “sinners,” just like Matthew and his friends, and that they needed the doctor just as much if not more.


Jesus explains, “I have not come to call the righteous, but sin​ners.”  If there really were “righteous” people, then they would not need Jesus.  If the Pharisees really were perfect and righteous, then they would not need Jesus.  They could save themselves.  They would already be saved.  Jesus came to call the sinners to repentance and to faith in the Savior of sinners.  Jesus came to point out to those who really were sinners that they were sinners so that they would see their need for the doctor and so become healthy.  But some refused to see their need and so died in their sins.


We know our need to go to doctors of various kinds, and we do go often.  We also know our need for Jesus, the Savior of sinners like us.  He came to call Matthew, who knew he was sick with sin, to faith in the Savior and to service for the Savior.  He has also come to call us to faith in Him and to service for Him, to display His mercy in our lives. Amen.
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