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“The Gospel and Mess”         Text – Mark 2:13-17           OT Reading – Psalm 51

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
When we looked at the first 12 verses of Mark 2, I explained that we are now in a section of the Gospel known as a controversy dialogue.  
· It is 5 short episodes that take us through to 3:6.  
· And in each episode, something Jesus does or does not do causes the Jewish leaders to ask questions of Him to which He responds with words that reveal something about Himself and words that reveal something about the Jewish leaders.  
· And the substance or the weight of these exchanges is such that everyone who reads these words must form an opinion about Jesus.  

· This is not human interest material.  This is not fascinating biography.  The Gospel writer’s purpose in recording these five controversies is that readers answer a question: Who is this Jesus?  
So today we consider the second episode of this controversy dialogue by looking at vv13-14 and the call of Levi and then vv15-17 and the controversy – Call and Controversy.

1. And this episode begins with Jesus again out beside the lake.  And we know from the parallel accounts in the other Gospels that the lake is the Sea of Galilee and that this is the sea-shore of Capernaum.  
a. And it doesn’t seem to matter whether Jesus is in the city and indoors, as we saw in v2, or outside the city and outdoors, as we see here in v13, vast crowds of people want to hear Jesus and to see what He does.
i. And while you and I cannot hear Jesus, Himself, physically speaking to us, He speaks to us today in His Word, the Bible, as we read it ourselves and as we hear it taught or preached, faithfully, by others, such as in worship services or Bible studies.  
ii. So perhaps v13 serves as a useful prompt for each one of us to ask ourselves: Am I eager to hear Jesus?  
2. Well, we next find Jesus walking along or passing by and He sees “Levi the son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax-collector’s booth.” 
a. And from the parallel accounts of the other Gospels, we learn that this Levi is none other than Matthew, one of Jesus’ 12 disciples, and the author of the first Gospel.  Just as Simon became Peter, so it would seem that at some stage Levi became Matthew.  
b. And he is described as sitting at the tax-collector’s booth.  And because we have just been told that Jesus is beside the lake, it is probable that that Levi’s job was to collect the tax that the Roman government demanded from the fishermen.  So he may even have known the four disciples Jesus has already called, because they were fishermen.  He may have already heard Jesus’ teaching.  But we cannot be sure of these things.  What we can be sure of is that Levi, as a tax-collector, is a Jew that other Jews absolutely despise.  
i. For a start, he collected taxes for the hated Roman government.  His day to day business was dealing with Gentiles – the unclean people.  
ii. And the way you earned a living doing this was to add your own surcharge to the tax required.  And you were pretty much free to charge as you saw fit.  Many of the tax-collectors, then, were crooks who fleeced their fellow Jews to line their own pockets.  
iii. So despised was this occupation then that tax-collectors could not serve as Judges, were unable to be witnesses in court, were excommunicated from the synagogue, and their whole family was considered a disgrace.  
A. And about the best modern day equivalent of this that I can think of is collaborators.  You see, boys and girls, during World War II, countries like the Netherlands and France were occupied by German troops.  And the government of those countries was replaced by a German government.  Well, there were some local Dutchmen and Frenchmen who began to work for the German occupiers.  They were known as collaborators.  And some of them even spied on their neighbours and handed them over to the German police.  And as you can imagine, they were despised by the Dutch and the French who remained loyal to the ousted government.  And some of our elderly members experienced this back in the Netherlands and could tell us just how hated the collaborators were.  
B. Well, Levi was viewed as a collaborator.  He was seen as a Roman agent.  In the eyes of the Jews, he was the worst of Jewish sinners.

3. But it is a sinner like this; an unclean collaborator, that Jesus calls.  Seeing Levi, Jesus said to Him, “Levi, how could you do such a thing?  Do you not understand how offensive your work is in the eyes of God and man?  You must confess your sins.  You must repent of your sins.  You must pay back all that you have stolen.  You must get a new occupation.  You must put your faith in me.  And then you will be ready to be one of my disciples.”  Is that what Jesus said?  It’s not, is it.  Jesus simply said, “Follow me,” and “Levi got up and followed Him.”  And Luke puts Levi’s response like this, “Levi got up, left everything and followed Him.”  Levi left his former life behind and became one of the disciples of Jesus.
a. Now, there is a spiritual parallel here to something we have just read about in the physical realm.  Can you boys and girls remember what happened in the story before this one?  A paralyzed man was let down through the roof and Jesus said to him, “Get up, take your mat and go home.”  And the man “got up, took his mat and walked.”  Simply by the word of Jesus, the man was made well.  
i. But do you remember why Jesus healed Him?  We are told in v10.  To the Jewish leaders, Jesus said, “So that you may know that the Son of Man has authority to forgive sins…”  He healed Him.  Jesus had already forgiven the sins of the paralyzed man.  And again, the paralyzed man did not first ask to have his sins forgiven.  Jesus simply did it!  
ii. In fact, notice that we are specifically told that Levi was seated.  All the Gospel accounts mention this detail.  So the paralyzed man ‘gets up’ and Levi ‘gets up’.  
b. So we have two stories here, back to back, not of people getting themselves ready for God, not of people inviting Jesus into their lives, not of people sorting out their sin by way of confession and repentance so that they may then experience God’s forgiveness.  Instead, we see Jesus forgiving sin by the word of His power, in the case of the paralyzed man, and creating faith and repentance by the word of His power, in the case of Levi.  These accounts, people of God, are of the sovereign king of salvation at work.  

i. These are two accounts of what we call monergism in relation to salvation.  And mono = alone and ergo = work.  So monergism means ‘alone working.’  
A. Some people, you see, have the idea that salvation has to with synergism, which means ‘together working’ – God and me cooperate in my salvation.  God offers, I respond; God causes me to hear the Gospel, I choose to repent and believe; I invite Jesus into my heart, and then He is able and willing to enter in.  
B. But that is not the Jesus we see here in Mark’s Gospel.  

1) This Jesus forgives when it has not been sought. 
2) This Jesus creates faith and repentance when it has not been sought.  
ii. Perhaps you boys and girls remember the name of the Pharisee who came to speak with Jesus one time during the night?  Nicodemus.  And Jesus said to him, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom unless he is born again.”  And when Nicodemus wondered how it was possible for a man to do that, Jesus replied that it was done not by the man but by the Holy Spirit in the man.  
A. Ephesians 2:8-10 “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-- and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God--  not by works, so that no one can boast.  For we are God's workmanship.”
1) And Levi is a picture of this for us today.  Levi is the workmanship of God.  
iii. And all of this means several things for us today.

A. Firstly, if God is the one who works salvation in sinners, what must our conclusion be as we consider Jesus and the call of Levi?  Who is this Jesus who forgives sin and creates faith and repentance just by His Word?  He is God.  
B. And secondly, if you have heard all of this and are thinking to yourself that there is nothing you can do in relation to your salvation, because the minister up there has just told us it is monoganism or whatever he called it (, you need to know that while it is necessary for us to understand how salvation works and what this means about our God and our salvation, the very plain and repeated call of Scripture is Believe in the Lord Jesus and you shall be saved.  

1) Levi heard Jesus and made the choice to get up and follow Jesus and leave his life of sin behind.

2) And you also, today, have a choice to make in relation to Jesus.  You can reject Jesus and live your life your own way or you can choose to live with Jesus as your king trusting in His death and resurrection.  But you must choose.   

C. And thirdly, if Jesus is your Saviour King, do you realize how much of a King He is?  
1) At the moment of your salvation, you were a collaborator with Satan.  

a) Romans 5:8, “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” 

b) Ephesians 2:4-5, “But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions-- it is by grace you have been saved.”
2) There is nothing that you have done or are doing now that makes you deserving of salvation.  God forgives!  Jesus saves!  From start to finish, you “are God’s workmanship.”

D. And it is only as you come to know this about your King and Saviour, that you are free, like Levi, to leave your slavery to sin behind and follow Jesus.  
Well, that brings us next to the controversy of vv15-17.
1. And while the NIV tells us that Jesus was eating at Levi’s house, other English versions are more accurate, in keeping with the original Greek, when they tell us that this took place at “His house.”  And the “his” could mean Levi but it could also mean Jesus.  It is just as possible that this meal took place at the house that Jesus was then occupying as at the house of Levi.  And indeed, if this was Jesus’ house, that would add even more weight to the ‘scandal’ that the Jewish leaders took such offense at.
2. But whomever the house belonged to, there were many tax-collectors and ‘sinners’ there eating with Jesus and His disciples.  
a. And who the tax-collectors were in the eyes of the Jewish leaders we have already explained – Roman collaborators.  But now we are introduced to a category of people described as ‘sinners.’  
i. And one possibility is that these people were what we might call notorious sinners, those known to be prostitutes and thieves, etc.  
ii. The more likely possibility, however, is that ‘sinners’ describes those Jews who refused to be subject to the Law or to the Pharisee’s interpretation of the Law.  And so, they did not wash their hands before meals or observe the Sabbath, or tithe, or follow the food and health laws, or perhaps even offer the sacrifices, etc.  
iii. And the reality is that both possibilities often came together in the same person.  Once you put down the ceremonial aspects of God’s law, it usually wasn’t long before you set aside the moral aspects of God’s law.  
iv. The contrast here though is simple – there is us, the orthodox, tradition-keeping Pharisees, and there is them, the ‘sinners.’  
A. And understanding this will be useful when we come to the next three episodes in Mark’s Gospel.  For there, the Jewish leaders express shock that Jesus and His disciples are not keeping their traditional interpretation of required fasting, and the Sabbath laws in relation to food and healing.  
1) And so, in their minds, Jesus is not with them on the side of orthodoxy but with those in the category of ‘sinners.’    
3. So Jesus is eating with tax-collectors and ‘sinners.’  And eating in those times meant acceptance and even friendship.  There is no way a Pharisee would consider eating with someone who had not washed their hands in the way prescribed by the rabbis, let alone someone guilty of notorious sin, in the first place lest they themselves, the Pharisees, become unclean, and in the second place to distance themselves from such sinners and their sin.  And so, they raise their concerns with Jesus’ disciples.  “Why does [Jesus] eat with tax-collectors and ‘sinners’?”  And Jesus hears their question and says to them, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.  I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”
a. Now congregation, before we raise ourselves up in haughty condemnation over these unloving and judgmental and sanctimonious Pharisees, let us once again search ourselves to see where we might be guilty of the same or similar sins.  
i. You see, many of us will be able to complete this Bible verse – “Bad company corrupts good character.”  
ii. And so, since we were knee high to a grasshopper, we may have been taught about the danger of associating with or developing friendships with unbelievers, because we might be corrupted by their bad language and behaviour.  Right?  And so, we have Christian kindies, Christian schools, Christian soccer teams, Christian craft groups, a Christian doctor and mechanic and piano teacher, and we go to prayer meetings, Bible studies, youth group and cadets with other Christians.  
iii. And if this true of us, are we not in danger then of being, for all intents and purposes, practical Pharisees?  Are we not in danger of passing by sinner after sinner after sinner thereby denying them the opportunity to see what Christ means to us and to hear what Christ can mean to them?
A. Now people of God, please hear me: This is not to say that Christian schools are wrong.

B. This does not mean let’s organize a youth group outing to the casino or a brothel ‘to be a witness.’ 
C. This does not mean I can ignore the needs of those in my congregation because I am busy with unbelievers.

D. Jesus attended synagogue services and spent time with His disciples.  Jesus drunk deeply from the ordinary means whereby God strengthens the faith of His people.  Jesus was very concerned with personal holiness.  And Jesus showed a practical love towards the people of the Lord.  But as we see here, Jesus did not do this to the exclusion of associating with sinners.  
1) In fact, Jesus very deliberately sought them out, also; Jesus cultivated relationships with them; Jesus ate with them so that He might preach and teach and heal.  
E. In 1 Peter 2:12, the command is, “Live such good lives among the pagans that … they may see your good deeds.”  
1) Are we seeking out the ‘sinners’ in our world, being glad to share a meal with them, so that they may see our good deeds and hear our testimony about Jesus?  
2) And we could spend a lot of time listing all sorts of practical ways this could be done as well as the many pitfalls we must avoid as those called to be holy.  But that you can do over lunch this afternoon as you reflect on the example of Jesus and the wider teaching of Scripture.  
3) But this is what we might call the ‘messy’ business of gospel engagement.  
a) Proverbs 14:4 says, “Where there are no oxen, the manger is clean.”  
i) And the point of the Proverb is plain – the only way to keep your farm spotless is to not have any livestock.  But that is not much of a farm is it!  So if you are serious about hard work, be prepared for mess.  It will come.  It is inevitable.  
ii) So if you want a clean Christian life, easy, imitate the Pharisees and avoid any and all contact with the ‘sinners’ of our world.
iii) But if you recognize that Gospel activity means ‘mess,’ imitate Jesus and engage with ‘the ‘sinners’ of our world.
A) And do so remembering that the Bible is the story of one ‘mess’ after another, from Adam to Noah to Abraham to Jacob to Tamar to Moses to Rahab to Ruth to David to Peter and to Paul.   But God’s grace in Jesus made each of these a gospel masterpiece.  
B) And do so remembering that God has made and is continuing to turn the mess of your life into a gospel masterpiece.
C) Do so standing ready to see God’s grace in Jesus at work.
4. But we conclude this morning with Jesus and His reply to the rebuke of the Pharisees.  He first points them to a common proverb, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor but the sick.”  And while the Pharisees might have agreed with that general truth, Jesus then bathes it with Gospel truth, “I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”  And His parallel is clear.  The righteous are the healthy,  the sinners are the sick, and He, Jesus, is the doctor.  And do you see just how packed full that last sentence is?  
a. The first word is “I.”  

i. He immediately points them to Himself.  His question of them and of all those who read this is, Who do you say that I am?  Do I have the right to say and do as I do?  What do my actions reveal about me?  Do you believe that I am the Christ?  Will you join Levi and be my disciple, or will you remain my enemy?
b. But secondly, He says, “I have come.”  
i. And the implication of those words is that He has come from somewhere; that He has been sent; that He has a mission or a calling.  And these words are OT words; promise of Messiah words – Isa 1:18; 45:22; 55:1,6,7; Jer 35:15; Ezek 18:23; 33:11; Hosea 6:1; 11:8 – ‘One will come’ language.  Jesus is revealing Himself as the fulfillment of OT promise and prophecy.   Jesus is revealing Himself as the heaven-sent Messiah.
c. And thirdly, He doesn’t say that God has not come to call the righteous, but sinners, but that I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.  
i. And this business of calling is God’s business.  So again, He is implicitly claiming divinity.  I call sinners, I forgive.  Do you believe in me?  
d. And the pointy end of what Jesus says is the question asked of the Pharisees, the original readers of Matthew’s Gospel, and you and me today:  Are you healthy or sick?  Are you righteous or sinner?  
i. You see, only sick sinners need Jesus.  
ii. The Pharisees did not see themselves as sinners.  They saw themselves as righteous – OK – Good enough for God.  But the Bible is clear; Romans 3:23, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”   
iii. And Jesus is a Saviour and a friend for those who discover for the first time that they are sinners and those who discover again and again that they sin.  
Charles Spurgeon once said, “The first link between my soul and Christ is-
not my goodness, but my badness;
not my merit, but my misery;
not my standing, but my falling;
not my riches, but my need.
Jesus is the friend of sinners.  Amen.

(Baptism is a beautiful picture of monergism.)
Followed Him – left everything behind - like Zacchaeus -

Amen.

