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Why did Jesus come to earth? Why did the Son of God decide to live among us? Did He come so we could have a fun holiday called Christmas where people give gifts to each other? Did He come so that cross necklaces would become a big seller in the jewelry market? Did He come to start another religion, because the world needs another religion, right? Did He come so good people would feel better about themselves and bad people feel worse? Why did Jesus come to earth? Well, let’s hear why from Jesus:

9As 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. 10While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew’s house, many tax collectors and ‘sinners’ came and ate with Him and His disciples. 11When the Pharisees saw this, they asked His disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?” 12On hearing this, Jesus said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. 13But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”
Jesus said “I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.” He said this in response to the Pharisees after calling Matthew, a tax collector, to follow Him as one of His disciples. So Matthew was one of those ‘sinners’. That is the label the Pharisees used in referring to Matthew and his friends. They said to Jesus’ disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?” ‘Sinners’, now that’s a loaded, ugly word. They threw that word out like a gunshot. That’s a word we like to launch at other people we don’t like. “You sinner!” How does that make you feel when you hear that phrase? Pretty low, right? That is a cheap shot. We don’t call someone a sinner unless we feel we are a better class of person than they are. The Pharisees make their case and reveal their pride. They question why Jesus would hang out with such ‘trashy’ people like Matthew, the tax collector.
What is so bad about tax collectors? Well, actually a lot. We still don’t think very well of them today. People thought worse of tax collectors in Jesus’ time than we think of IRS agents today, which is not very good. They saw them as traitors who went over to the enemy’s side because tax collectors gathered heavy taxes imposed by Rome, a foreign power. Then they often made matters worse by collecting more for themselves than the Roman tax required to become rich at the people’s expense. They made the Roman occupation more oppressive than it was. So the Jewish people hated them as traitors and swindlers. By Jewish law tax collectors could not worship at the local synagogue. They were spiritually ‘unclean’ and outcaste by the Jews. So, it was common practice in Jesus’ day to not hang out with a tax collector and his friends.
Tax collectors were social and economic pariah’s then, like payday lenders are today. We know how hard it is to be in debt. It is like slavery. So many of us work hard to get out of debt and stay out in these tough economic times. But there is a group of people who prey on the poor and get rich in the process. They are the payday lenders. Payday lenders lend money to people with such bad credit and so little money that banks and normal credit lenders won’t lend them any money. So, when an emergency hits these people, they turn to payday lenders to get some cash and they get slammed with excessive interest. So, let’s say a person’s next paycheck won’t happen for 2 weeks. How does payday lending work? An individual visits a payday loan store with a recent paycheck and checkbook. The typical loan given is approximately $300 with a fee of $50. In such a case, the borrower would write a check for $350, post-dating it to his payday 10-14 days hence. Two weeks hence, if the individual is not able to fund the check and repay the loan, which happens more often than not, he will return to the payday store and revolve the loan, incurring another $50 fee. So that original $300 now costs $400, and the loan principle is not paid. The interest rates begin to spiral and often reach 400%. One woman started with a loan of $500 and ended up paying off almost $10,000 in interest and fees before she got out of it. That is evil. I would call a payday lender a ‘sinner’. Wouldn’t you?
So this is what Matthew and his friends were like. So we have to ask, why did Jesus call Matthew to be one of His followers? And why did Jesus hang out with his sinner friends at dinner? Maybe these Pharisees were right to be so critical of Jesus’ behavior?
Do you know who the Pharisees were? They were really serious religious people. They did everything they could to follow the Jewish laws down to the smallest detail. For instance, they knew the commandment to obey the Sabbath and not work that day. So they made up all sorts of rules to make sure they knew what was work and what was not work. They calculated the exact number of steps one could take on a Sabbath that would make it work as opposed to a casual stroll. If you took one more step than the allowed amount, you broke the Sabbath because you were working. That is extremely serious religious practice. They lived every day concerned to do everything right and not break one of their laws. They would not do anything that even remotely seemed to break any law. In modern words, they “don’t smoke, dance or chew or go with girls who do.”
We have a lot of super, religious people like that today. They live by a set code of conduct and they expect everyone else to live that way too. If you don’t live like they do, you are not worthy of their acquaintance. A lot of religion is like that. There are rules to follow, and if you don’t follow them, you are an outcaste, infidel, unworthy, no-good, pagan, nobody, ‘sinner’ to them.

So, why are these super religious people so upset? This behavior of Jesus to eat with the tax collectors and ‘sinners’ bothers them deeply. And don’t they have a point? Isn’t it dangerous to mix with people who do bad things? Shouldn’t we stay away from people who might influence us to join them in doing wrong things? Maybe some of what they do will rub off on you? After all, these Pharisees have in mind Bible verses such as Psalm 1:1 “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.” Or Psalm 26:4-5, “I do not sit with deceitful men, nor do I consort with hypocrites; I abhor the assembly of evildoers and refuse to sit with the wicked.” So maybe they have a good, Biblical point? Maybe Jesus should not hang out with such people? Even if Jesus is not doing anything wrong, He is giving the wrong impression and being a bad example.

Well, that is one way of looking at this situation. Before I go any further, let me clearly say that our behavior does matter. God gave us His commands for very good reasons. We break His commands at great peril and disasterous consequences. And we do have to be very careful not to be influenced by people who would lead us astray. If you have trouble with chocolate, you should stay out of the candy aisle at the grocery; just as much as if you have trouble with alcohol, you should stay out of a bar. One of the best ways to keep from being tempted and falling to temptation is to stay away from the places where we get tempted.

But the trouble with serious religious people is that while they place such a high regard on keeping their rules, they do so at the cost of condemning and rejecting other people. It is the religious way to look at others, with our noses up in the air and our eyes sending out darts of contempt. Rules are more important than people to the super religious. 

Jesus did not look at people that way. Although He came as God among us, He came alongside us to help us not condemn us. He upheld the law while at the same time He helped people. He came to heal the sick and forgive the sinners, not to please religious snobs and join them in condemning others.

Notice that Jesus recruited Matthew. Jesus took the initiative and purposely called Matthew to be His disciple. Matthew did not come first to Jesus and ask to be a disciple. Jesus called him with the simple words, “Follow Me.” The call of Jesus is as powerful as when He calmed the winds and waves. He speaks and Matthew follows. And Matthew’s inclusion as a disciple of Jesus demonstrates Jesus’ grace offered to all, even well-known sinners. If Matthew and his friends can sit at dinner with Jesus, so can we. If Matthew can become a disciple of Jesus, so can we. If Matthew can change so much from a tax collector to an Apostle of Jesus, so can we see such change in our lives. This same Matthew who writes this Gospel we have been studying. Without Matthew, we would be so much poorer in our understanding of how Jesus wants us to live with Him. I am glad Jesus calls Matthew – a living testament to God’s grace to us.
Jesus ate with Matthew and his friends’; other tax collectors and ‘sinners’. He does this other times, such as going to the home of Zacchaeus, another tax collector. Zacchaeus experienced so much joy to host Jesus and that changed his life forever. He gave back everything he could to those he had wronged. He found grace and love in Jesus to start his life over for God. The call of these sinners shows that Jesus came for everyone to find their Savior. He is for them too, not just the religious.

Look at us. Where do we come from? What have we experienced without Jesus? We come from so many different backgrounds and situations, many good and many bad. We have come from broken homes, broken relationships, broken vows, broken wills and broken spirits. Among us all, we have disobeyed God in almost any way that can be imagined. But now we gather together because of Jesus’ grace to us! We are united, not as sinners, but as sisters and brothers set free from our past wrongs, forgiven and changing in Jesus to become members of God’s family. We have renounced our old ways of living without Jesus and now follow Him to greater life. This gathering here today proclaims the grace of Jesus Christ. We worship together today in witness to His calling to all of us ‘sinners’ to become followers of Jesus. The Apostle Paul explains it this way to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 1:26-31) “Brothers (and sisters), think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. 27But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. 28He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, 29so that no one may boast before Him. 30It is because of Him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. 31Therefore, as it is written: ‘Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.’”
What is Jesus telling these serious religious people? Jesus tells them why He came into this world. He came for the sick and the sinner. Jesus talks about the purpose of His mission - to call sinners into a new life with God. The religious people should be joining Him not condemning Him. They should be helping people get away from their wrongful ways. They should be encouraging and caring people to health, not rejecting and condemning them to death. Yes, the Bible calls us to live healthy and right lives, and it also calls us to show mercy to each other, because we all need both. Jesus makes this clear when He tells the Pharisees about the deeper concern of God to provide mercy to us and share that mercy with others. God desires it more than our religious activity and more than our worship sacrifices. Hosea 6:6 declares this from God, “For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.”
What does Jesus want us to know and to do today? Jesus came not so we would do religious things or keep doing wrong things, but so that we could love God and each other. Jesus came to call us back to God and His healthy life. Here this clearly: Jesus is in the reconciliation business not the religious business. God desires mercy more than religious works. Paul echoes this in 1 Corinthians 13:3 – where he states, “If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing.” If there is no love, any sacrifice we make in the name of Jesus is meaningless.
We don’t need more religions or religious people. We need people of God – followers of Christ. All the religious actions we take in the name of God, without having a heart for the lost as God does, mean nothing. Jesus came to give us a heart that beats like Jesus’ heart. Jesus came so that we here at COV can live up to our high calling in Jesus. He calls us to be the ‘Heart of the Valley’; to (say it with me) “Love God, each other and our neighbors in Christ’s love.” We don’t look down on anyone here at COV. We welcome sinners who want to be saved. We seek out those called by Jesus to healthy life. We proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ to all those who desire Him. Let’s make sure we keep doing that, and let’s continue to be thankful for Jesus who calls us to be His followers.
