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Jesus went out again beside the sea; the whole crowd gathered around him, and he taught them. As 
he was walking along, he saw Levi son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax booth, and he said to him, 
“Follow me.” And he got up and followed him. 

And as he sat at dinner in Levi’s house, many tax collectors and sinners were also sitting with 
Jesus and his disciples—for there were many who followed him. When the scribes of the Pharisees 
saw that he was eating with sinners and tax collectors, they said to his disciples, “Why does he 
eat with tax collectors and sinners?” When Jesus heard this, he said to them, “Those who are well 
have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous but 
sinners.”           Mark 2:13-17 

  

We’re in our second to last week in this series “Rediscover Jesus.” Short word on what’s coming up next. 
Two weeks from today, we’re excited to celebrate World Communion Sunday. World Communion Sunday, if 
you’re not familiar with it, is a Sunday on which we particularly celebrate the global scope of Christ’s mission in 
the world and the fellowship of the church. That day, we’ll be welcoming Marilyn Borst as our guest preacher. 
Rev. Borst is an Associate Director with a ministry called the Outreach Foundation, a Presbyterian global missions 
network. The week after that, we’ll begin a new series, called “Rediscover Church,” kind of a part two to this 
series. We’ll be in some of the early chapters of the Book of Acts, the story of the earliest Christians and what it 
was like for them as they tried to live out their calling faithfully, and what their story might mean for us today.  

 Today, though, we continue to the next bit of Mark’s Gospel, asking, “What is Jesus showing us about 
himself?” And as Jesus’ ministry continues to expand, it seems he’ll take just anybody on the team. Let’s go to 
God’s Word together. 

 [Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me? Holy God, for the 
Word spoken and heard today, may it not be mine but yours. Amen. 

 You know usually as something grows, a movement, an organization, a business, you’d expect it to be 
more focused, more discerning in what it does and who comes into it. Common story, really, the development of 
groups. At first, it’s kind of free flowing, lots of improvising, lots of new ideas, lots of exchange, that sort of 
thing. But then as it gets older, you start seeing processes put in place, structures and systems, policies on how it 
operates, and that makes sense because if you don’t do that, to a certain degree, you end up not being able to grow 
and develop. Do it too much, though, and you can choke the sort of spirit that gave a group its energy in the first 
place. Delicate balance. But Jesus, it seems, doesn’t pay much attention to all of that group dynamic stuff, because 
it seems he’ll bring in just about anybody. Even now after his movement has started to pick up some steam, now 
when maybe he should exercise a bit more judgment, he’ll let in just about anybody, and by “just anybody,” it’s 
about the “just anybody”-est as you could get in those days. 

 Right on the heels of his healing the paralytic on the mat, you remember the guy whose friends lowered 
him through the roof and Jesus healed him, right after that, Jesus is walking along the sea, presumably still close 
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to Capernaum. And at some point he passes by a tax booth, probably something like a roadside toll, and at that 
tax booth sat a man named Levi, son of Alphaeus. Mark doesn’t have to mention that these tax collectors were 
seen as corrupt traitors, locals who were working for the Romans all while padding their own pockets off the 
backs of their neighbors. Mark doesn’t have to mention that, but it’s probably important for us to know. Jesus 
says to this traitor, this greedy swindler, this Levi, “Follow me,” and the man does. 

 In a lot of ways, very similar to what you might remember from a few weeks back when Jesus was again 
walking along the sea close to Capernaum and called to four fishermen, and they immediately followed him too. 
No questions asked. Just dropped what he was doing and went with Jesus. This tax collector Levi does the same 
thing. But while with the fishermen a few weeks ago, Simon and Andrew, James and John, those guys, when they 
dropped their nets and went with Jesus, might have raised a few eyebrows within their families, but there wasn’t 
any note of a hubbub being raised because Jesus was spending time with a few fishermen, as if they were going 
to socially taint Jesus by association, there was definitely a reaction when Jesus called Levi. And Jesus doesn’t 
care. 

 Well what does that say about Jesus? And what does that say about anyone who follows him? 

 What I have for you today is a good old-fashioned three-point sermon. I usually don’t do these, in fact I 
can’t remember if I’ve ever done a three-point sermon, but this passage kind of lent itself to it, so here goes. 

 First point I have for you: Jesus is going to mix things up on his team. 

 There was something I had never noticed before about how Jesus called Levi before preparing for this 
series. Levi, some think, is the same as Matthew, just called two different names, and has a brother named James 
(a different James), and the fact that he’s a tax collector means that pretty much no one likes him, but it never 
really specifies where he’s from. What seems to be the case, though, is that this Levi has set up shop, set up his 
toll booth for collecting taxes near Capernaum, which is where we were last week, probably somewhere on the 
short road between the Sea and the town itself.  

 Thing is, this is probably about the same place where Jesus would have met and called the four fishermen: 
Simon and Andrew, James and John, and at least one of them (Simon) we know lived in Capernaum, probably 
all of them. What that means is that it’s not too big of a stretch to say that Simon, Andrew, James, and John, all 
Jesus’ disciples who dropped everything to follow him, probably knew Levi, and more than that, because Levi 
seemed to be setting up his toll booth on the road from the town to the sea, those four men had probably been 
cheated by Levi, and now Jesus has come to him and said, “Follow me.” 

 Can you imagine that? Think of someone you may have had some pretty negative run-ins with, maybe 
someone who’s double crossed you professionally, someone who’s known publicly to be dishonest, who tries to 
exploit their position for their own personal gain, think something like a loan shark, a payday lender, a Ponzi 
scheme operator, or a corrupt politician.  

Or maybe not even someone necessarily corrupt, but just someone you’ve clashed with, and then that 
person shows up to church one day. I remember at another church this sort of thing happened. It was a church in 
a smaller town, but it wasn’t far from a larger city. And in that church the mayor of the small town was a member, 
but also in the church was a long-time political advisor in city hall of the larger city nearby. And at various 
instances, the big city political advisor and the small town mayor would end up on different sides of the table of 
whatever issue was coming up locally, to the point that the best they could manage to do was peacefully coexist. 
But how would that look to you?  
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I think we know what the correct answer is, the answer you should say in church—obviously we welcome 
that person with open arms—but is that really what you’d do? Or maybe we’d flinch a bit at that prospect. Maybe 
we wouldn’t quite be so eager to embrace this person.  

 That’s how folks would’ve felt about this Levi, but Jesus didn’t care. When Jesus says to him, “Follow 
me,” he’s saying something to all of his disciples and anyone who would follow him. He’s saying, “You know 
all those people you don’t like, those people you’ve been so eager to get away from? Yeah, I want you to be on 
the same team now.” 

 That brings us to the second point I’d like to leave with you: the team that Jesus is putting together won’t 
look normal to everybody else. 

 After Jesus says to Levi, “Follow me,” almost as an aside Mark tells us, “as he sat at dinner in Levi’s 
house,” as if that weren’t a big deal in its own right. But that was a huge deal, something that, in the eyes of many, 
would have tainted Jesus’ reputation in the community due to the company he kept. And you know how we know 
this? No one else was over there at Levi’s house except for other pariahs. Says over and over: “tax collectors and 
sinners,” “tax collectors and sinners.” Tells us first that no one would accept a dinner invitation from this Levi 
except for other outcasts like him. Tells us also that these tax collectors and sinners are so eager and anxious for 
a word of healing that they come at the drop of a hat, it seems, when they’re invited.  

But people start to notice, to the point that the religious authorities, the scribes—think, the local pastors—
question what he’s doing. Because word would spread about this sort of thing. For an idea of what this would 
look like today, think about the name Bernie Madoff. That’s a name that, just by reputation, is synonymous with 
financial fraud, and as many of you know, Bernie Madoff ran the largest pyramid scheme in history, cheating 
people out of over $60 billion. So if Jesus were doing his public ministry today, it’d be like a picture showed up 
on the front page of the paper, with Jesus having dinner with Bernie Madoff, surrounded by a who’s who of 
financial fraud. Stranger still is what it would look like if another picture came out of Jesus with Bernie Madoff, 
surrounded by all the people Madoff had ripped off.  

Does the church look the same way? Do folks look at the sort of people that come together at a church 
and think, “That’s kind of odd putting all those different people in a group together”? Or do they think, “How on 
earth did they get that person and that person to share a room?” Or do they probably think, “Well, that makes 
sense. This kind of people over here. That kind of people over there”?  

Definitely raised some eyebrows when Jesus dragged his disciples (I imagine he had to drag them) to 
dinner with Levi and his friends. What conclusions would people make of this? Would it jeopardize his 
credibility? Would it endanger Jesus’ broader ministry? Jesus didn’t much care about that either. His public 
credibility wasn’t something he was all that concerned about. He was with them for a different reason. 

And that brings us to point number three: Jesus saves as he calls, and Jesus calls as he saves. 

When Jesus hears how these scribes are grumbling, he says, “Those who are well have no need of a 
physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous but sinners.” The first part you might 
expect Jesus to say. It’s a message of grace, of good news, of salvation, of healing. He’s not here for those who 
are well; he’s here for those who are sick. Thing is, he doesn’t come right out and say who are actually the sick 
ones. 

The most obvious group would definitely be these tax collectors at dinner, not to let them off the hook. 
These were folks who profited off the backs of their neighbors and did so by cozying up to the Roman Empire 
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and collected its money. They had been so consumed by gaining wealth for themselves that their hearts had been 
corrupted against their communities. They were sick, in need of a physician. 

But why stop there? Could Jesus just as easily have been referring to the disciples already with him? 
Reading between the lines a bit, how enthused would they have been for these outcasts to suddenly be included 
among their number? How excited were they that they’d be considered in the same breath as these tax collectors 
and sinners? Maybe their hearts needed healing too. 

But Jesus doesn’t just say, “I’ve come to heal the sick.” He says, “I have come to call not the righteous 
but sinners.” He’s come to call them. Not really the word you’d expect. You’d expect him to say, “I’ve come to 
save sinners,” or “I’ve come to forgive sinners,” and at other points he definitely does. But here he says he’s come 
to call sinners. That means, not only is Jesus coming with fellowship and healing for these tax collectors and 
sinners; he wants to put them to work; he wants them on his team and in the ballgame.  

You know that basketball movie Hoosiers, about a high school team in rural Indiana? It’s a small team, 
just whatever few local kids in this rural town played. And one member of the team is Ollie. Ollie kind of doubled 
as the equipment manager and didn’t really play because he wasn’t as tall or quick or athletic as the others. But 
late in one game, after getting into some foul trouble and he’s short on players, the coach looks down the bench, 
and there at the end of it sits Ollie, and the coach puts him in the game. Not to spoil that part, but Ollie sinks two 
crucial free throws, and they win the game.  

But here’s where Jesus’ topsy turvy logic comes in. While Ollie is there at the end of the bench, put in 
only when there’s no other option, only as a last resort, Jesus is looking down his bench, and he sees his Ollie, 
sees this rag tag group of fishermen and tax collectors and sinners, and to them he doesn’t just say, “I’ve come to 
save you.” He says, “Y’all are my starting lineup. Now get in the game.” Doesn’t matter whether they thought 
they were qualified or ready. The folks that otherwise would have been left on the end of the bench are the ones 
Jesus is putting in the game. 

And I hope that’s encouraging for you, and maybe a bit challenging too. Because folks can come at this 
in two different ways. There are those who might be there sitting on the end of the bench, and you think, “I’d like 
to play, but there’s no way he would see something useful in me,” and to you Christ says, “You’re my starting 
lineup.” Then there are others who might also be there sitting on the end of the bench, and you think, “There’s no 
way I’m ready, nothing I could do to contribute. It’s better that I just sit here on the sideline,” and to you Christ 
says, “I need you in the game.”  

Could be with anything. You might think, “I can’t teach a Bible Study. I don’t know anything about the 
Bible,” and to you Christ may be saying, “I need you in the game.” Or you might think, “I can’t help serve in the 
youth ministry. I’m not fun or zany or anything like that,” and to you Christ may be saying, “I need you in the 
game.” Or you might think, “I can’t just go talk about faith with my neighbor who’s hurting right now. I wouldn’t 
even know what to say,” and to you Christ may be saying, “I need you in the game.” 

You see what Jesus is showing us, both about himself and about those who follow him, is that he’s not 
just about saving and healing and forgiving and then leaving us where he found us. He calls too, and calls those 
whom the world would otherwise label completely unqualified. 

What is he calling you to? 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.  

 


