
Sermon 20: Luke 5:27:32: Jesus the Friend of Sinners

OUTLINE

Sinners who get saved
Sinners who don’t get saved

INTRODUCTION

One of the things that Christianity used to turn the world upside down was the meal, yes 
the simple act of sitting down together to eat.  Religious and social norms were perpetuated
by the meal, and it played an important role in society.  Ideas about nationality, gender, 
class and religious purity were all supported by the way a meal was practiced.  In Greco-
Roman society an aristocratic woman who went to a meal with her husband was not better 
than a slave or prostitute; slaves and masters did not sit down at the same table, for the 
slave was to serve.  Jews did not eat with Samaritans and other Gentiles.  And there were 
certain people a good religious Jew could not in decency eat with.  Then Jesus comes along 
eating and drinking with tax collectors and sinners.  He casts the mould for Christians 
normalizing our unity in Christ as brethren over all these other identities.  The Lord’s Table 
stood as a meal that turned these norms on their heads.  Slaves could be elders in the 
church and over their masters; Jews and Gentiles sat at the same table; men and women 
were coheirs; and even those who were once ostracised for great sin were welcomed as 
part of the family with their past forgiven when they repented.  

As we come to Luke 5:27-32 we come face to face with an aspect of the Messiah that would
have been unexpected for most in the first century.  The Jews were anticipating a Messiah 
that would come to judge sinners, but we see a Saviour who has come to save sinners and 
bring them to repentance so that their sins and not they are put to death.   This portion 
brings the conflict of what Christ came to do and what the religious leaders expected to the 
forefront.  Now here is the main difference, the religious leaders thought there was only one
type of sinner, those who did not square up to their view of the law, but Jesus believed that 
there are two ways to be a sinner, you can be religious, self-righteous, separated and 
diligent and be a sinner; and He recognised the more traditional view that a sinner is 
basically a law breaker.  Legalism and licentiousness are two roads to hell, Jesus comes to 
save all types of sinners, but not everyone thinks they need saving.  

Our portion deals with Jesus saving a tax collector, and this bringing him into conflict with 
the self-righteous, the one repents and gets saved; the others do not.  Let’s look at these in 
turn.

Sinners who get saved

V27, ‘After this he went out and saw a tax collector named Levi, sitting at the tax booth. 
And he said to him, “Follow me.”  This is the next social outcast whom Jesus engages with.  
The demoniac would be hated by society, a leper was literally cut off from society, the 
paralytic would be thought to be paralyzed because they were sinners and under God’s 
judgement and now we have a tax collector.  Tax collectors were hated in Israel.  They 
were seen to be part of the problem when it came to Roman occupation and oppression.  All
Rome’s vassals had to pay taxes to Rome, tax collectors would collect taxes to give them to 
a head tax collector who would see them to Herod who would then pass them on to Rome 
everyone taking a cut along the way.  Many things were taxed in the ancient world.  There 
were poll taxes, which is probably what Levi is collecting, a tax to use a road or a bridge.  



There was a 1% income tax; a land tax of 10% of all grain and a 5th of the wine and fruit.  
Inevitably there would be a lot of corruption and the tax collectors would use their Roman 
backing to extract more than was required.  For these reasons tax collectors were hated and
ostracized.  In fact they were barred from the synagogue, were unable to be called in as a 
reliable witness in court, and some Rabbis questioned whether repentance was even 
possible for such a person.

This tax collector’s name was Levi, his other name by which he is better known is Matthew, 
the author of Matthew’s gospel.  

Here was a man who had chosen a life ostracized by his own people, and in the eyes of the 
religious leaders cut off from God.  He was unclean, unwelcome and unable to repent in the 
eyes of some.  Yet Jesus takes the initiative and calls him to follow him.  This is an act of 
sovereign grace.  It is grace because Jesus does not come to Him or us when we are worthy
to follow Him but calls us when we are not worthy.  It is not because of some good or worth
in us that forces Him to call us, but He freely and of His own will sovereignly calls.  This is 
the grace of God to all of us.  We are just like Matthew.  Matthew was a man who used 
people for his own good, his made his own life easier at the cost of others.  He put his own 
desires for riches and comfort before all other things.  He was willing to risk being excluded 
by God, by the synagogue, by his nation all just so that he could satisfy some selfish desire 
for more.  We are so empty that claw and clutch at others to get some satisfaction.  Sin 
makes you mad, sin makes you do stupid things, it makes you hurt the people you love, it 
makes you a cruel person who is willing to use another for what you want.  But God who is 
rich in mercy calls us to Himself.  He knows what we are, yet He still calls us to come to 
Him.  The fact that he so willingly gives up all to follow Christ says to me that he knew the 
hollowness of his life, the pain, a clear knowledge of its sinfulness and emptiness.  

And Matthew follows.  We have to fill in the blanks here as we don’t have the background to
Levi’s familiarity with Christ. Christ’s ministry and message were public, he might even have 
followed in some of the crowds and observed some of the miracles.  How could a man who 
is hated by all and might even think to himself he could not repent be willing to follow 
Christ?  Jesus would have spoken about God being willing to forgive; Jesus himself had 
modelled accepting those other social outcasts.  The touching of a leper, the authority to 
forgive sins proven by the healing of the paralytic, these would have probably given him a 
boldness to believe that even he could be forgiven.  His following reveals his faith.  He 
believed that even he could be forgiven.    

But not only did he believe, he also repented, v28, ‘And leaving everything, he rose and 
followed him.’  We see that Levi left his sinful life of extortion behind, he left everything.  
Now we can see from the context that this did not mean that he sold his house and gave it 
away, v29 records that he still had his house.  What he left behind were his sins, a lifestyle 
of preying upon others.  This is what marks a true follower of Christ, we leave our sins to 
follow Him.  Those who are not willing to leave their idols and their sins cannot be His 
disciples.  We will see shortly that His mission is to bring sinners to repentance.  

There is still more evidence of Levi’s true conversion to Christ.  V29, ‘And Levi made him a 
great feast in his house, and there was a large company of tax collectors and others 
reclining at table with them.’  Here is a man whose burden of sin has been rolled away, he 
is so full of joy that he throws a feast, a great feast in his home.  His joy cannot be 
contained he has to share it with his friends, in fact he wants his friends to meet Jesus so 
that they too can know this joy.  Isn’t this what happens when we get saved.  We are so 
grateful and so amazed that God would forgive us that we seek for others to know it.  The 



enthusiasm of sins forgiven, the reality of the peace, the desire for others to see crowd out 
the usual embarrassment which keeps our mouth shut overwhelms our fears and we try to 
get others to see.   His faith, his repentance, his joy and his witnessing all go to show what 
a true conversion looks like.  How very different from the Pharisees. 

Sinners who don’t get saved

V30, ‘And the Pharisees and their scribes grumbled at his disciples, saying, “Why do you eat 
and drink with tax collectors and sinners?”  You will notice that the Pharisees and Scribes 
complained to Jesus’ disciples.  It is most likely that the Pharisees were not at this event, or 
at best outside the property engaging with some of the disciples on the periphery.  They 
would not have lowered themselves to have attended such a party.  We can see that they 
are offended that Jesus would sit down to a meal to eat and drink with this sort of folk.  

Here is how one commentator describes the apparent problem in this scene, ‘The Pharisees 
had a problem with Jesus and his guest list. To understand their complaint, it helps to 
understand that for the Jews, sitting down to share a meal was an expression of spiritual 
fellowship. One scholar writes: “In the East, even today, to invite a man to a meal was an 
honor. It was an offer of peace, trust, brotherhood, and forgiveness; in short, sharing a 
table meant sharing life. In Judaism in particular, table-fellowship means fellowship before 
God.”
It also helps to understand that, according to the Pharisees, certain members of society 
were not eligible for this kind of fellowship. There were whole categories of people who did 
not qualify. These “sinners,” as they were called, included “members of the despised trades 
such as tax collectors, herdsmen, peddlers, or tanners, the physically deformed, the am ha-
arez or mass of the population, Samaritans, and, to a certain extent, women.” To eat with 
such people was considered unclean; it was to share in their sin, becoming spiritually 
impure. Thus it was something a teacher and his disciples never did. It was beneath their 
dignity. One of the ways they showed their devotion to God was by not having any social 
contact with people who were not respectable.’1  

Please notice the difference between the heart of Jesus and the heart of the leaders.  Jesus 
has a heart of love for sinners and is willing to spend time with them, not to partake in their 
sins, but to see them come to God.  The Pharisees have a different view of what pleases 
God.  They think quarantine from sin and sinners is possible and will please God.  They have
no concept of a God of grace delighting in saving sinners, but only in a God sitting in 
judgement.  They are not familiar with the grace of God towards unworthy sinners because 
they do not see themselves as unworthy, therefore they do not delight in Jesus associating 
with sinners who have repented and in order to minister to them.  Jesus talks about all of 
heaven rejoicing when one sinner repents, here we see no rejoicing in the Pharisees that 
repentance has come to Levi’s house.  They have a worldview without grace, therefore they 
do not rejoice at Christ’s ministry to these sinners. 

We struggle with legalism don’t we?  We keep thinking that our own salvation is by works 
just like the Pharisees, the trouble with this is that we don’t only scuttle our own assurance 
but become judges of others.  The legalist will think that apart from certain activities and 
methods they themselves are not saved, and they apply this math to others.  If I need the 
things that I do to keep myself a Christian, then you need them too, and if you don’t do as I
do then you cannot be a Christian at all.  In the same way that we think everyone should do

1 Ryken, P. G. (2009). Luke. (R. D. Phillips, P. G. Ryken, & D. M. Doriani, Eds.) (Vol. 1, pp. 231–232). 
Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing.
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our diet in order to be healthy and stay fit, we prescribe a graceless diet for others also.  
Those who have a legalistic approach to others betray their misunderstanding of the grace 
that saves them.     

V31-32, ‘And Jesus answered them, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but 
those who are sick. 32 I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance.”  
Jesus response to the religious leaders comes in two memorable statements.  Both use 
sarcasm in an attempt to draw attention to the need in the lives of the Pharisees.  Jesus 
makes very plain the reason why he is bucking social conventions to associate with these 
sinners, they are sick in sin and they need healing.  He goes to be among them not to join 
them in their sins or to condone their sins but to turn them from their sins.  Sorry kids, if 
you have an argument with your parents about going to a party where there is alcohol you 
ant use this verse to justify you going to a party where everyone is going to be drinking and
getting drunk.  Jesus went there to minister.  He is going to the places the Pharisees should 
have been going, not to sin but to save them from sin.  There is of course a barb in His 
words.  The implication is that the Pharisees too are sick.  Jesus is not condoning their views
on what makes a person righteous, there is an insinuation that they are quacks who have 
falsely self-diagnosed and are denying they are sick.

Jesus has a heart for people, for the outcast, for the ostracized.  He not only goes to the 
places good people don’t go, He left heaven for earth for us.  Those who follow Christ follow
in His footsteps.  This action on Christ’s part reminds me of William Booth the founder of the
Salvation Army.  It is Christians who have been gripped by this Christlike compassion who 
have great things for God.  William Booth the founder of the Salvation Army was a man who
was full of compassion and mercy.  It was his efforts that changed the age of consent from 
12 to 16 for young girls to have sex in Britain.  He would bring the poor to Church and get 
them to fill the pews even when they were not wanted because they made the ‘good’ 
women feel uneasy.  He entered the slums with a vengeance seeking to turn the drunkards 
away from their alcohol.  The beer tents were open from four in the morning until 10 at 
night, there was even a step where children could get gin for themselves and to take back 
to their parents when they were to drunk to go themselves.  Five year olds knew 
drunkenness and hangovers and children were dying from cirrhosis of the liver.  The 
Salvation army went where no other Churches were willing to go, suffering persecution.  
They were mobbed beaten, they had garbage thrown on them, many of them came away 
with bloody faces.  But they were full of mercy for the those who lived in the slums and 
were willing to endure it for them.  That is mercy!  The Pharisees were devoid of this mercy,
those who are Christians should be full of it.  

At the funeral of William Booth there were thousands in attendance, “Almost unrecognized  
in that audience sat Britain’s Queen Mary, a Staunch admirer of William Booth, along with 
her Lord Chamberlain and Lord Shaftesbury.  (The queen had elected to come at the last 
minute without warning.)  She sat alongside a somewhat shabby woman.  Shyly the woman 
confided to the queen that once she had been a prostitute and only the Salvationists had 
saved her from death.  She then described to the queen how later, at a meeting with 
General Booth, he had heard her story and said to her, ‘My girl, when you get to heaven, 
you’ll have a place of honour because Mary Magdalene will give you one of the best places.’ 
The queen was very interested in the woman’s story.  he woman said, ‘you see the three 
red carnations on the casket?  I came early to get an aisle seat, and when the casket 
passed, I placed the flowers on the lid.  You see, he cared for the likes of us.’” (Helen K. 
Hosier, William and Catherine Booth, p196).  Christ had loved the prostitutes the tax 
collectors and sinners, he had loved the despised, and so had William Booth.



‘I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance.’  There are several 
statements in the gospels where Jesus uses this sort of language, I have come/not come to 
speak of His mission.  Mark 10:45, ‘For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to 
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”  Luke 19:10, ‘For the Son of Man came to 
seek and to save the lost.”  Jesus has come for the purpose of calling sinners to repentance.
He has come to ransom them at the cost of His life, He has come to seek and save the lost, 
and He has come to call us to repentance.  

Repentance is often the lost ingredient in preaching today.  The NT also has two main words
for repetance, metanoia and epistrepho.  These are generally translations of two OT words, 
epistrepho which literally means turn/return generally relates to inward repentance, 
metanoia, a change of mind, generally refers to external repentance.  In both the OT and 
NT repentance has an internal aspect relating to sorrow over sin, and external part relating 
to returning to God.  It has a negative aspect in that it puts away sin, but it also has a 
positive aspect in that it turns to God as Lord and to walk in His ways.  Repentance is the 
whole souled response of a sinner to the sight of their sin and Saviour.  Any biblical call to 
repent is not an attempt to add conditions to faith for justification but to call for a consistent
response to the truth of our sin and God’s holiness.  There can be no sight of our need for a
Savior without seeing the horror of sin, there will be no real turning to God with humility to 
ask for salvation if there is no shame and recognition of the wrongness of sin against such a
holy God.  Faith and repentance are two sides of the same coin and mutually inform one 
another.

Some people view repentance as something legalistic added to faith which amounts to 
salvation by works.  No, repentance is not living for the law, but a return to God.  Sure God 
rules us by His law, but the orientation of our repentance is not around the law but God.  
When we call people to repentance we are not calling them to a new morality by which they
can save themselves, no we are calling them back to God.  Repentance is not Christianity’s 
dirty little secret but the path of freedom from sin in service to God.  Here is an example of 
the way I portray repentance as God centered.  I usually combine it with what is called 
worldview evangelism which tries to incorporate the full story line of the bible not only sin 
and the cross.  ‘Why did God make us?  He made us to be in a relationship with Himself, 
that in Him we would find our greatest joy, and in His ways we would find our greatest 
happiness as we do what we are made for.  A lot of people have a problem with God 
because of all His rules, they think He is a killjoy, but they have got the wrong idea.  Think 
of a lion in a game reserve.  In the game reserve the lion is free to be a lion.  It can hunt, 
mate, have its territory and behave as lions behave.  What happens when the lion gets out 
of the game reserve?  It kills stock, children, terrorizes, and may even be run over or shot.  
The lion is free in the boundaries of the game reserve.  This is how God’s law functions in 
our lives, think of the 7th commandment, that God’s plan for sex is for one man and one 
woman to covenant in marriage for life, what happens when we don’t do things God’s way? 
Children are murdered in abortion; prostitution, sex slave trade, child pornography, rape, 
adultery which destroys marriages, teenagers who are not emotional mature become glued 
through sex to someone and when they break up there are suicides, STDs, etc.  This is the 
havoc that has been wrought from breaking just one of God’s commands.’

Here we can see that repentance which is a turn from sin to God is not a new bondage but 
the freedom to do what you are made for.  The mission of Jesus is to bring sinners to 
repentance, this is a message of calling fallen and afflicted human beings into the freedom 
of God’s service.  Some like Levi see the error of their sins, its barrenness and their own 
unworthiness and welcome this call to repentance by Christ.  Others like the Pharisees think 
that they are ok, they live on in their dreary religiosity thinking they save themselves by the 



joyless service they render to wrong headed laws.  Which are you?  Do you see yourself as 
sick and need Jesus to heal you, or are you ok and you don’t need Jesus?     

             


