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Matthew 9:9 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. 

     
10 While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew's house, many tax collectors and "sinners" came and ate with him and his disciples. 11 When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, "Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and `sinners'?" 12 On hearing this, Jesus said, "It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. 13 But go and learn what this means: `I desire mercy, not sacrifice.' For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners."

Do you remember your first crush? The agonizing over whether or not to tell the person? Then, finally deciding to tell someone, you told your best friend, but made him or her swear not to tell. But you secretly knew of course that he or she probably would tell, which is really what you wanted all along. Have you ever had a friend ask someone you had a crush on if he or she were interested in you? If you have then you probably went into it hoping your cover wouldn’t be blown – hoping the one you liked wouldn’t be able to figure out that you were the mastermind behind your friend’s innocent inquiry.

The worst part is that inbetween time. Will I be accepted or rejected? My friend Jeff and I schemed to get my crush, Angi, and I into a situation where my affections could be known. In our 6th grade class play, I was to be Don Quixote and Angi was to be Dulicinea, all because those two were supposed to kiss at some point. I eventually chickened out, and Jeff got the kiss instead of me.

But there is also a certain comfort in knowing your secret is out.  You are free to try and be noticed now.  Once your romantic cover is blown, you are free to try and be as romantic as you like.  Why?  Because one thing you are certain of is that you can never take back from this person the knowledge of your crush.  You are left in a delicate balance of freedom and risk—where you have nothing to lose or gain besides the affections of the one you love.  It is at this point we do some of the most ridiculous things ever.  (Once when my friend Russ Ramsey’s cover was blown, he proceeded to tell his crushee that her head was shaped like a lemon… and these were the first words he ever said to her!!!)


In our passage, we also have a blown cover. Matthew tells on himself here, and he lets us know that his secret is out. Realize that Matthew is writing this book to tell us about the gospel (hence, “The Gospel According to Matthew”). Then he includes himself (in third person, as was the custom of the day) to show just how he too was affected by the gospel Jesus proclaims, that he/we are more wicked and despicable sinners than we could ever imagine ourselves to be, and yet at the same time we can be more loved and accepted than we ever thought possible because Jesus Christ lived and died in our place.


This is what Matthew wants to say.  And as we can see in this passage, not everyone who considered himself to be godly thought of himself as sinful (i.e., the Pharisees).  But just as a young lover has his cover blown, Matthew begins his own personal story of conversion by identifying himself as a tax collector.  Everyone knew what this meant - he was a thief, a cheat and a self-serving scoundrel.  But as far as the affections of Christ go, Matthew was acceptable… even desired.  So Matthew tells on himself.  He confesses he was a tax-collector, he hung out with tax-collectors and sinners and he had no reason for deserving a relationship with Jesus—except one, Jesus came to call sinners to repentance.  Matthew knows—and does not try to hide—the fact that he is a sinner.  Jesus called him while he was actually in the act of robbing people blind.  And so as we get to this passage, we discover a man who has been changed by the love of God—and takes a moment to tell the story… his story of the conversations Christ had regarding Matthew’s salvation.  Matthew seems to be absolutely amazed that Jesus, knowing full well what kind of person he is, still accepts him and loves him. Isn’t that what we all want?

Apparently not. There is a scandal here, as evidenced by the outcry of the Pharisees. The Pharisees are upset that Jesus would stoop low enough to eat with the outcasts and sinners of the day. Let me as you these questions – What is sin? Who are “sinners”? And what makes people outcasts in our society today?

Sin – Sin is not only the breaking of the law, but also the breaking of covenant with one’s savior. Sin is the smearing of a relationship, the grieving of one’s divine parent and benefactor, a betrayal of the partner to whom one is joined by a holy bond… All sin has first and finally a Godward force. Let us say that a sin is any act – any thought, desire, emotion, word or deed – or its particular absence, that displeases God and deserves blame.
 Sin is putting ourselves before God or in the place of God, and it is not believing that God really is good like he says he is. Sin is pollution (bringing together what ought to be kept apart), corruption, division, disintegration, parasitic, viral, conceit, rebellious, addiction…
 Really, what is sin? Are we sinners or is it just “them”?

The Pharisees treated these “sinners” as outcasts. As we consider outcasts, we would do well to not only relegate them to the margins of society. Yes, leprosy is an extreme case of “outcastness” but let’s bring it in closer to home. What do you have in your life that makes you feel like an outcast, that makes you feel excluded? What are the things you are ashamed to let people know about? What do you make fun of other people for? Extra body fat, bad clothing, crooked teeth, flat chest, sense of humor, unusual hobbies, unsuccessful parents, fast-food job, no athletic ability, merely passing grades, unapproved crushes… the list can go on and on. These are thing we’d prefer to keep hidden. We feel like they would cause us shame if they were known.  Some of these things aren’t sin, but yet we still keep them hidden because we don’t want to be made fun of. Imagine if our true hearts and thoughts and lusts and desires were known to all. We would be aghast with the horror at the exposure of what is really going on in our lives. Yet we mask these and the other things in order to put ourselves in the most positive light.

We are the sinners. Though we are no longer characterized by sin, and sin doesn’t any longer define us, we must identify with the outcasts. If we don’t, we are in danger of being the very people who exclude themselves from the kingdom.  

Now a few questions that should hit close to your heart and make you uncomfortable: What do you do to keep people from knowing that you are a sinner – not the categories mentioned above like hobbies, but true sinfulness? What are the lies that you tell to paint yourself in a better light? Why is it inappropriate to hide the fact that we are sinners? Why do we continue to do it?

We think we are doing God a favor by hiding our sinfulness from the watching world. We think this is what Christ would have us do – that it is appropriate and respectful. But instead what we are doing is hiding the gospel from people. We are working to keep our need for Christ hidden from the eyes of others who need him just as much. Why do we do this? Because we hold many of the assumptions that the Pharisees did. We can’t believe – deep down believe – that Jesus would want to eat with sinners. Surely he’d rather have a meal with someone who looked much better than that, at least on the outside. Is that what we think? 

This has been a lengthy excursis on sin. So how is this scene scandalous? Why isn’t it scandalous?

There is a scandal in the life and death of Christ in that he died for people utterly unworthy of His sacrifice.  His spending time with known sinners is scandalous because He represents everything that is holy, pure, good, true and godly, whereas the people he was with represented everything wicked, filthy, bad, dishonest and ungodly.  How could such opposites ever find each other, let alone, share in the intimacy of a meal and conversation?  Jesus answers this question, “I have not come to call the righteous, but the sinner.”  So in this sense, there is no scandal, because befriending the sinner is the purpose of Jesus life and ministry.

Here is the Magnificent Contradiction—Jesus, the Holy One of God, loves sinners.  In fact, they are indeed the only ones He came for.  He says it here in this passage.  He did not come to call the righteous, but the sinners.  He says it in plain words—the sick are the ones who need a doctor.  He is the doctor.  There is irony in what Jesus says, because he leaves the Pharisees room to continue thinking that they don’t need him.  All he says is that it is the sick who need a doctor.  The Pharisees most likely think they are not sin-sick people.  But we are all sin-sick.  No one is exempt from his or her need for Christ.  The good news is that He has come to heal the sick—this is why He came. He actually became sickness for us so we could become well. He became unrighteousness so we could be righteous. How great is that? How incredible is that? Do you realize that this is a message that no other religion even comes close to?  

Matthew handles this passage beautifully.  He knows he is counted among the sick who need a doctor—and so this is where he starts.  Because of this conversation he had with Jesus, where Jesus said, “Follow me. Tonight I’m eating with you,” Jesus was afforded an opportunity to confront the Pharisees’ view of sin.  In doing this, he confronted the entire world’s view of sin.  We all want to pretend it isn’t as bad as we think.  But the truth is, it’s worse.  But this is okay.  Why?  Because Jesus came to call the sinner—of which you are one.  So go ahead… tell on yourself.

Jesus ends this conversation by saying, “Go and learn what this means: I desire mercy, not sacrifice.”  The “go and learn” part is a bit of a rebuke to the Pharisees, for Jesus is saying that they are novices in the Scriptures and need to study some more before they talk to him again. But what does he want them to learn? “I desire mercy not sacrifice” is a Hebrew way of saying “More A than B” or “B is of more importance than A.”  Even though it looks that way, it doesn’t mean “Not A but B.”  

Mercy is a common Hebrew admonition meaning “think about this from now on.”  The word the Hebrew uses for “mercy” refers to the idea of “loving-kindness” or “covenant love.”  The Pharisees thought they were right with God because of all their religious sacrifices.  But Matthew knew first hand that God is a God of loving-kindness.  Why else would He come to seek and save ones such as us?  There is profound loving-kindness in revealing that you are a sinner—because it demonstrates the wonder and beauty of the Gospel.  Like Matthew, you can say, if you are His, that while you were in the act of sinful living, Christ came and called you to Himself—because you are exactly who He came for.

What would telling on yourself mean exactly? Here are a few ideas. The first is to actually admit you are the sinner than in fact you truly are. Quit lying to yourself about what a good person you are and face the facts of your own sin. Be honest to the destruction you cause in your life and in others’ lives as you go about your ways and seek your own glory. Own up to it. Then repent and turn to Christ alone for forgiveness and a new way of looking at things. Claim your true self, one that cares about others, one that seeks rightness in the world, one that communes with God and seeks His face and His ideals. 

You should also be willing to share your faults and struggles with others. This doesn’t mean taking out a full-page ad in the Daily Oklahoman to share your deepest sins. But we hide the gospel when we hide our sinfulness. You may start with sharing with close friends, or in a small group. You should be willing to give testimony to God’s work in your life as He has sought you – a sinner like you, can you believe it! – to be his child. Giving Him the glory is what it’s all about, though one of the results is a cleansing for us to be unburdened by secrets, hypocrisy and false pretensions. We are then free to be as unique and passionate as we can. What a life! Tell on yourself soon and often. Talking about our lives helps us make sense of who we are and who God wants us to be.

� Many ideas and quotes in this are from Russ Ramsey, Youth In Ministry Institute Administrative Director.


� Quotes from “Not the Way It’s Supposed to Be: A Breviary of Sin,” Cornelius Plantinga, Jr.


� Sin becomes the punishment of sin. – Augustine


� “Jesus’ fraternizing with disreputable people remains a scandal in the predominantly middle class, suburban, Western church. Many of us, like the Pharisees, at best ignore the outcasts of our society and at worst continue to discriminate against them. We do well to consider substantially increasing our spiritual, evangelistic and social outreach to minorities, the homeless, prostitutes, addicts and pushers, gays and lesbians, AIDS victims, and the like, as well as to the more hidden outcasts such as divorcees, single parents, the elderly, white-collar alcoholics, and so on. We must get to know them as intimately as Jesus did – only close and trusted friends ahred table fellowship over meals. We dare not join with sinners in their sinning, but we may well have to go places with them and enounter the world’s wickedness in ways that the contemporary Pharisees in our churches will decry.” 


Blomberg, Matthew, p. 157, referencing F. Stagg and A. Compolo.





