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Text 
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." 14 Then 

John's disciples came and asked him, "How is it that we and the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not 

fast?" 15 Jesus answered, "How can the guests of the bridegroom mourn while he is with them? The time 

will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; then they will fast. 16 "No one sews a patch of 

unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch will pull away from the garment, making the tear worse. 

17 Neither do men pour new wine into old wineskins. If they do, the skins will burst, the wine will run out 

and the wineskins will be ruined. No, they pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are preserved." 

 

Introduction 
 Last week we looked at three stories of Jesus’ amazing power and how that power 

is at work for those who believe.  And that section culminated in a story about Jesus’ 

absolute power over sin.  He has authority to forgive sins.  “He said to the paralytic, 

‘Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven.”  Take heart!  Your sins are forgiven!!  Those 

are wonderful words.  Those are Jesus’ words to us that he wants to be reverberating in 

your head and heart every time we get together and every time you think of him.  Yet 

they are so utterly astonishing; hard to believe and easy to forget.  “To exercise unshaken 

confidence in the doctrine of gratuitous pardon is the most difficult thing,” said the great 

Princeton theologian Archibald Alexander.  Our hearts obstinately resist it – “It can’t be 

true.” 

But it is true.  As Corrie ten Boom once said, “God takes our sins – the past, 

present, and future – and dumps them in the sea and puts up a sign that says ‘No Fishing 

Allowed.’”
1
  Jay Adams explains that God has gone on the record as saying: “I will not 

bring up these matters to you or others in the future.  I will bury them and not exhume the 

bones to beat you over the head with them.  I will never use these sins against you.”
2
  

Take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven.  “I, even I,” God says in Is. 43:25, “am he 

who blots out your transgressions, for my own sake, and remembers your sins no more.” 

Rod Rosenbladt is a loveable old Lutheran man.  He’s part of a radio program I 

listen to every week.
3
  I’ve never met him personally, but the way he speaks of God’s 

grace makes him someone I would really want to sit down with and talk to.  He tells a 
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story about “a middle-aged woman who needed help from her pastor.  She went to her 

pastor and said, ‘Pastor, you know that I had an abortion a number of years ago?’  ‘Yes,’ 

the Pastor replied.  ‘Well, I need to talk to you about the man I’ve since met.’  ‘Alright,’ 

replied the Pastor.  ‘Well, we met a while back, and started dating and I thought, I need to 

tell him about the abortion.  But I just couldn’t.  Then things got more serious between us 

and I thought, I need to tell him about the abortion.  But I just couldn’t.  Awhile later we 

got engaged and I thought, I need to tell him about the abortion.  But I just couldn’t.  

Then we got married and I thought, I really need to tell him about the abortion.  But I just 

couldn’t.  So I needed to talk to someone, Pastor, and you’re it.’  The Pastor replied, ‘You 

know, we have a service for this.  Let’s go through that together.’  So they did – a service 

of confession and absolution.  When they were finished, she said to him, ‘Now I think I 

have the courage to tell my new husband about my abortion.  Thanks, Pastor.’  And the 

Pastor replied to her, ‘What abortion?’”
4
 

 Free forgiveness!  Can you wrap your mind around that?  That is what Jesus came 

to offer.  A non-Christian psychologist once said, “I could dismiss half my patients 

tomorrow if they could be assured of their forgiveness.”  Wow!  That’s what Christianity 

offers – assurance on the authority of Jesus Christ, based on his work, that your sins are 

forgiven!  Christless psychology can only make you feel guilty for feeling guilty.  Jesus 

gets rid of your guilt.  Martin Luther once said, “The afflicted and troubled conscience 

has no cure for depression unless it takes hold of the forgiveness of sins by grace.”
5
  This 

is the message that we all need, even those of us who don’t think we need it.  And I’m 

called to preach this message of free grace even though my own heart chafes at it and 

slips back into moralism week after week and wants to put “buts and brakes” on God’s 

grace.  But no!  We cannot do that. 

 Gerhard Forde puts his finger on why the gospel of free grace is so scandalous: 

 

[It’s] such a shocker, such an explosion, because it is an absolutely 

unconditional promise.  It is not an “if-then” kind of statement, but 

“because-therefore” pronouncement: because Jesus died and rose, your 

sins are forgiven and you are righteous in the sight of God!  It bursts in 

upon our little world all shut up and barricaded behind our accustomed 

conditional thinking as some strange comet from goodness-knows-where, 

something we can’t really seem to wrap our minds around, the logic of 

which appears closed to us.  How can it be entirely unconditional?  Isn’t it 

terribly dangerous?  How can anyone say flat out, “You are righteous for 

Jesus’ sake?  Is there not some price to be paid, some-thing (however 

minuscule) to be done?  After all, there can’t be such a thing as a free 

lunch, can there?” 

 

You see, we really are sealed up in the prison of our conditional thinking.  

It is terribly difficult for us to get out, and even if someone batters down 

the door and shatters the bars, chances are we will stay in the prison 

anyway!  We seem always to want to hold out for something somehow, 

that little bit of something, and we do it with a passion and an anxiety that 

betrays its true source – the Old Adam that just does not want to lose 

control.
6
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 Oh we want control, don’t we?  Let’s pray that the scandalous, shocking, grace of 

God in Christ would come in to our church and mess us up, take over/take control, cause 

us to lose ourselves in joy and wonder and love and amazement at this great God because 

in short what we’re going to see today is just this: where the real Jesus is, there is real 

joy. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Calling of a Sinner 
 So remember where we’re at in Matthew.  After the Sermon on the Mount we’ve 

been in a section of miracle stories.  More specifically, three sets or clusters of three 

miracle stories.  And each of the three clusters are broken up by short treatments of the 

topic of discipleship.  So a leper in need, a centurion with faith, and a mother-in-law 

healed to serve (the first cluster of 3), then the two men who caught up with Jesus on the 

shore asking to go with him.  What does it mean to be a disciple?  You’ve got to be all in, 

right?  You can’t have part of Jesus.  You either have him or you don’t. 

 Oh, so Jesus must have been a pretty harsh man, right?  Demanding.  Wrong.  He 

was not sissy.  He was (he is) supremely powerful.  We saw that in the cluster of three 

miracle stories we looked at last week – he has power over nature, power over demons, 

and power over sin – but his power is not oppressive.  It is in service to love.  He came to 

put his power to use for us.  He was strong and his strength was attractive.  People were 

drawn to Jesus.  Especially the kind of people that would never be drawn to a harsh, 

prickly religious crusader.  And that’s what today’s text shows us.  Jesus was appealing 

to sinners. 

 “As Jesus went on from there, he saw a man named Matthew [Mark and Luke 

give his other name, Levi; it was not unusual for people to have two names (c.f. Acts 

4:36)] sitting at the tax collector’s booth” (v. 9a).  Understand the scene and who 

Matthew was.  The Jews were occupied by a foreign power, the Romans, and they were 

severely taxed so that they could never forget that they were under the thumb of someone 

else.  Booths like this one were probably customs booths set up along the border of one 

region to another collecting a toll tax or a tariff on goods for trade.  It was annoying and 

humiliating.  To make it worse, tax collectors were notoriously corrupt, taking more than 

required and getting rich.  You couldn’t really say no to them.  And to make it even 

worse, Matthew was a Jew, a traitor, a sell-out to the Romans, making a profit on his 

brethren and their misery.  Matthew, to a devout Jew, was a despised low-life, 

contaminated by the Gentiles, the last person you would want around.  Who are those 

kinds of people today?  I’m not going to say, just start thinking about that… 

 Now Jesus goes up to Matthew and instead of spitting on him or glaring at him he 

says, “‘Follow me,’ …and Matthew got up and followed him” (v. 9b).  Now I’m not 

going to speculate on all the psychology going on between Matthew’s ears that would 

make him eager for such a call (he must have felt a sense of inadequacy cloaked by all 

the power and the wealth).  We have to at least notice that the grace implied in Christ’s 

call was arresting.  It was freeing.  It was irresistible.  He didn’t receive Jesus’ 

condemnation or a speech about how wicked he was or a list of things to change in his 

life.  He had no doubt experienced all those before and it didn’t change him.  But this was 
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different.  It was a command, but not to a rigorous regimen of self-improvement, but to 

come be with the man who had demonstrated supreme power in service to love.  Luke 

tells us (Lk. 5:28) that Matthew “left everything” to follow Jesus, right there.  And again, 

to follow Jesus is not primarily to imitate him, but to be with him, to be associated with 

him.  This was a compelling thing for Matthew. 

 Grace, true grace, sheer grace, is alluring.  Paul Zahl describes grace as “love that 

seeks you out when you have nothing to give in return.  Grace is love coming at you that 

has nothing to do with you.  Grace is being loved when you are unlovable.”
7
  Matthew 

was not a top prospect, a likely candidate.  But this is how Jesus works.  This is 

Matthew’s Rembrandt moment where he writes himself into the story he’s telling.  His 

experience of Jesus’ radical grace is the reason why he is writing this account of who 

Jesus is.  It’s what he wants us to see ourselves.  Jesus is for the losers, the irreligious, the 

scoundrels, those messed up with the wrong crowd, and those who have lived in collusion 

with evil.  There is no one beyond the scope of God’s grace.  Matthew is melted, 

welcomed, and forever changed by this grace. 

 

The Coalescence of Relaxed Sinners 

And his exuberance at meeting with Jesus’ forgiveness and acceptance seemingly 

immediately results in his telling his sinner friends about this strong man of grace.  Verse 

10 – “While Jesus was having dinner at Matthew’s house, many tax collectors and 

‘sinners’ came and ate with him and his disciples.”  Matthew’s impulse was to throw a 

party.  And the people in his network came and chilled with Jesus.  Literally “having 

dinner” should be translated “reclining.”  “Palestinian Jews normally sat on chairs.”
8
  

This point shows that they were kicking back with Jesus.  It was a jubilant banquet, a 

time of festivity and joy.  A relaxed atmosphere. 

This picture haunts me a bit.  Are our gatherings where we talk about Jesus, Jesus, 

Jesus places where the people of the city, people of all walks of life, even and especially 

those considered ‘sinners’ – even ‘those people’ I asked you to think of just a moment 

ago – are finding their way in and not just that, but letting their hair down?  Because 

where the real Jesus is, there is real joy, not stinginess, stodginess, judgmentalism, 

formalism, self-congratulatory sameness, fear of the outside, nagging guilt, pressure… 

but a place that people, even the most uncouth are experiencing lavish grace, joy, 

freedom.  A place where people can breath, not a place that feels suffocating. 

Tim Keller, in his wonderfully convicting and refreshing little book called 

Prodigal God, observes: 

 

Jesus’ teaching consistently attracted the irreligious while offending the 

Bible-believing, religious people of his day.  However, in the main our 

churches today do not have this effect.  The kind of outsiders Jesus 

attracted are not attracted to contemporary churches, even our most avant-

garde ones.  We tend to draw conservative, buttoned-down, moralistic 

people.  The licentious and liberated or the broken and marginal avoid 

church.  That can only mean one thing.  If the preaching of our ministers 

and the practice of our parishioners doesn’t have the same effect on people 

that Jesus had, then we must not be declaring the same message that Jesus 
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did.  If our churches aren’t appealing to [‘sinners’], they must be more full 

of [Pharisees] than we’d like to think.
9
 

 

The Ire of Uptight Pharisees 

 The Pharisees were watching all this, weren’t they?  Their eyes were on this 

miracle worker drawing a Galilean following.  They saw his fraternizing with the tax 

collector and his partying with the people of the land, and they sneered.  “When the 

Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, ‘Why does your teacher eat with tax 

collectors and “sinners”?’” (v. 11).  This is not kosher Rabbi behavior.  This is 

scandalous.  Yes!  As Doug Wilson puts it, “Grace is wild.  Grace unsettles everything.  

Grace overflows the banks.  Grace messes up your hair.  Grace is not tame….  In fact, 

unless we are making the devout nervous, we are not preaching grace as we ought.”
10

 

 Are you nervous at the talk of free, unconditional forgiveness for the morally 

reprobate?  Are you a Pharisee?  I am.  I am.  One way to spot if you are a legalist, says 

Steve Timmis, is if “you’re the last one people go to in the event of moral failure.  They 

admire your convictions but fear your outrage.”
11

  Are the kind of person who exudes 

grace so much so that people who find themselves in a mess feel comfortable coming to 

you?  As Tullian Tchividjian says, “Those deeply aware of their uncleanness revel in 

grace.  Those who fancy themselves to be relatively good will always say, ‘Yes grace, 

but.’”  I am often someone who thinks I am pretty good and I have not patience for those 

who struggle, those I feel better than.  And that, my friends, is the worst kind of sin.  It is 

a way to avoid Jesus.  And it is not full of jubilation.  It is characterized by perturbation.  

If you’re like me, let’s repent and lay claim to the free grace and forgiveness that can 

extend to a Pharisee too.  Right? 

 “On hearing this, Jesus said, ‘It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.  

But go and learn what this means: “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.”  For I have not come to 

call the righteous, but sinners’” (vv. 12-13).  This is great.  Jesus is being a bit sarcastic 

here, but not to be mean.  I think there’s a genuine intent to shock the uptight religious 

guys into self-examination and examination of the Scriptures so that they see their 

sickness as well and come to Jesus for the joyous elixir.  Go back and read Hosea, go 

back and read the Prophets and the OT.  You’ll see that this thing God has been about all 

along has been about grace, not about respectable people formally keeping the rules.  

That’s not what God has ever wanted.  If you don’t see your need for grace, then you 

don’t really get God.  If you think you are righteous on your own, you may have Jesus 

bumper stickers and Jesus wall-hangings but you don’t have Jesus.  Because he did “not 

come to call the righteous, but sinners” (v. 13b).  That was his heart and his purpose. 

 These Pharisees had a ‘Yes grace, but’ mentality that put a governor on grace and 

that stifled joy.  This is a real danger in churches today that bear the name of Jesus, but 

the real Jesus has been obscured.  Thus there’s not genuine joy.  There’s duty.  There’s 

tradition.  There’s fear.  There’s pride.  There’s formality.  If you’re not a Christian and 

you see those things in us, please don’t think that’s who Jesus is, and please forgive us.  

May the real Jesus please show up and protect us from being that kind of church.  Where 

the real Jesus is, there is real joy. 

 

The Confused Disciples of John 
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 Another encounter is tacked on here in this interlude on discipleship before 

getting back to three more stories of healings which we’ll look at next week.  And I think 

it makes perfect sense why this is included.  It’s illustrating the same theme, that 

following Jesus is not a drudgery, it’s not for the elite.  It’s not asceticism.  It’s a party for 

those who are sinners experiencing the sheer grace of unconditional forgiveness and who 

then have a skip in their step and a desire to be near Jesus, who came near to them. 

“Then John’s disciples came and asked him, ‘How is it that we and the Pharisees 

fast, but your disciples do not fast?’” (v. 14).  The followers of John were not as pompous 

as the Pharisees.  They had contrition but they seem to be genuinely confused at this 

moment.  They had heeded John’s call to repentance, but hadn’t fully gotten the good 

news of Jesus yet.  They were doing their religious duties with seriousness, but they 

noticed that Jesus’ disciples seemed to not be taking things that seriously.  They were 

eating and drinking and partying all the time.  It seems they thought that the goal of God 

was to get people to be somber.  When in fact, it’s joy.  Helmut Thielicke, the German 

theologian, once queried, “Should we not see that lines of laughter about the eyes are just 

as much marks of faith as are the lines of care and seriousness?  Is it only earnestness that 

is baptized?  Is laughter pagan?”
12

  Not at all. 

Jesus here picks up a motif found elsewhere in Scripture and that is of salvation as 

a grand banquet, more specifically a wedding banquet.  The book of Revelation clearly 

portrays the consummation this is all headed towards as a wedding feast.  A joyous party.  

And when Jesus was physically, bodily present among his people, pronouncing the 

forgiveness of sins, announcing the arrival of the kingdom, bringing wholistic salvation 

to needy people, restoring them to functionality there was a vibe, there was joy and 

celebration.  This was not a time for fasting.  “Jesus answered, ‘How can the guests of the 

bridegroom mourn while he is with them?” (v. 15a).  Where the real Jesus is, there is 

real joy.  The groom was present.  Why would they fast? 

Jesus adds something very interesting here though.  We can’t miss it.  He says, 

“The time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; then they will fast” 

(v. 15b).  We’ve already seen Jesus giving his disciples teaching on fasting.  He’s not 

opposed to the practice out of hand.  It’s just that now is not the time.  But he alludes to 

the fact that there will be dark times ahead.  Jesus will go away (here we find an early 

prediction of his death).  And this in-between time that we find ourselves in now is full of 

ambiguities and discouragements.  We walk by faith, not by sight, oftentimes through 

painful pathways.  We are longing for the great eschatological marriage supper when we 

will see Jesus’ face and know his embrace with no shadow of a doubt.  And that’s not 

now.  So don’t mistake me or Jesus as saying we should be happy all the time and not 

feel the disappointments and pangs of life as sinners in a world of sin. 

Nevertheless, despair does not have the last word.  Melancholy is not the 

predominant mood.  Jesus is present with us by his Spirit.  The declaration of forgiveness 

is given to us now and foretastes of eternal life are abundant and to be had.  There is 

much to distract and obscure Jesus from our view, but the point of this is that when he is 

seen (and he has promised to make appearances to the eyes of faith) he does not bring 

with him a feeling of judgment but of grace.  We are not to think of him with resentment 

or fear or obligation or weariness.  Church is not a funeral dirge.  Jesus does not sour the 

soul, but infuses it with hope and freedom. 
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Jesus adds, “No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the 

patch will pull away from the garment, making the tear worse.  Neither do men pour new 

wine into old wineskins.  If they do, the skins will burst, the wine will run out and the 

wineskins will be ruined.  No they pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are 

preserved” (vv. 16-17).  What does this mean?  It means simply that something new and 

fresh has arrived on the scene with the coming of Jesus that supersedes the old ways of 

doing things.  We are no longer in an era of pure anticipation, but rather partial 

fulfillment.  And so there’s a break with OT forms and procedures.  Not a totally 

trashing, but a fulfillment.  Like in John’s Gospel where the water in the stone jars for 

ritual purification was transformed and they were filled to the brim with fine wine.  We 

are in the age of new wine! 

 

Conclusion 
There’s always a teetotaler strand at work among us and in us.  We prefer the 

sobriety and safety of water.  We fear the opulence of grace, of losing control and coming 

under its influence.  Or we can so often think we’re supposed drink in moderation.  But 

not this stuff.  Bottom’s up!  You know what holiday season we’re in right now, don’t 

you?  Halloween?  No.  Today is Reformation Sunday commemorating the 494th 

anniversary of Martin Luther publishing his 95 Theses, the symbolic beginning of the 

what’s called the Protestant Reformation.  I love Robert Farrar Capon’s description of 

what happened there.  Listen to this; he says, 

 

The Reformation was a time when people went blind-staggering 

drunk because they had discovered, in the dusty basement of late 

medievalism, a whole cellarful of fifteen-hundred-year-old, 200-proof 

grace–of bottle after bottle of pure distillate of Scripture that would 

convince anyone that God saves us single-handed. 

The Word of the Gospel, after all those centuries . . . suddenly 

turned out to be a flat announcement that the saved were home free even 

before they started…. 

Grace was to be drunk neat: no water, no ice, and certainly no 

ginger ale; neither goodness, nor badness, nor the flowers that bloom in 

the spring of super-spirituality could be allowed to enter that case.
13

 

 

The Lord’s Table 
Today, this Lord’s Day, now is not a time for fasting but for feasting.  Jesus 

eagerly desires to recline at Table with you and eat this meal.  To show you, to place in 

your hands and pour down your throats emblems, tokens of his love for you – his body 

broken (the bread) and his blood spilled (the wine) to remind you and warm your heart 

and seal your conscience that all your sins (and they are many and they are vile and 

damnable) were taken on him at the cross and completely paid for.  Oh the bliss of the 

glorious thought, my sin not in part, but the whole, is nailed to the cross and I bear it no 

more, praise the Lord, praise the Lord O my soul. 

Let’s repent of our self-righteousness, our pride and arrogance, our desire to keep 

things nice and neat and tidy and come to this beautiful, bloody mess; confess your sins 

and rejoice and revel in the fact that Christ died for sinners.  And if you’re someone who 
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has been obviously far from Jesus or rebelling against a Phariseeism and pursuing the 

illicit pleasures of blatant sins, repent of those too and come to Jesus or back to Jesus 

knowing that real joy is not found in sin or defining yourself over against the anal 

religious types on the right (that’s just as prideful), but in coming to Jesus.  Only where 

the real Jesus is, is there real joy.  Let’s all come to him today and enjoy his presence 

together… 

 

Benediction 
“May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the 

Holy Spirit be with you all” (2Cor. 13:14). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 30, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 From Corrie ten Boom, Tramp for the Lord. 

2
 From Jay Adams, From Forgiven to Forgiving. 

3
 www.whitehorseinn.org 

4
 Read this on Tullian Tchividjian’s blog. 

5
 HT: @PastorTullian 

6
 Gerhard Forde, Justification by Faith: A Matter of Death and Life, (Sigler Press, 1991), 24. 

7
 From Paul F. M. Zahl, Grace in Practice: A Theology of Everyday Life. 

8
 Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of Matthew: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2009), 296. 
9
 From Timothy Keller, Prodigal God: Recovering the Heart of the Christian Faith. 

10
 Douglas Wilson – 

http://www.dougwils.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=8176:bones-and-

silicon&catid=43:exhortation 
11

 From a tweet by @STimmis. 
12

 Helmut Thielicke, Encounter with Spurgeon (Fortress, 1963), 26. 
13

 Robert Farrar Capon, Between Noon and Three: Romance, Law, and the Outrage of Grace (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 109-10. 


