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This week in our Life Groups we were wrestling with an interesting and 

important question: If we were to move into a new community or country 

as a missionary, what would we do? Where would we live? What would our 

approach to “secular” employment be? What would we pray about and 

what opportunities would we be watching for?1 In other words, we were 

asked to put on the mindset of a missionary for the purpose of bringing that 

mindset to our own communities. This mindset, we discovered, would not 

be different from Jesus’ own perspective who came to earth as the Father’s 

sent one. We could say that Jesus came to earth as a missionary, with a 

specific mission seek and to save the lost.  

 

Well today in Matthew 9:9-17, we have an opportunity to see Jesus Himself 

putting His missionary mindset into motion. Who are the people that Jesus 

would surround Himself with? Who are the people He would reach out to? 

What obstacles would He face and what would guide His response to those 

obstacles?  

 

What we discover here is that Jesus missionary approach was both 

scandalous (to some) and strategic.  

 

1. Jesus’ ministry approach appeared to be scandalous to self-

righteous people. [Matt 9:9-11] 

 

Of course there as nothing truly scandalous about Jesus’ ministry, but it 

appeared that way to those who had their own legalistic rules and traditions 

to create their own definition of godliness. Jesus’ refused to be confined to 

the man-made, self-righteous traditions of the Pharisees and so His ministry 

was cross-cultural to both secular and religious people alike.  

 

The first clue we see is in vs. 9. Is that Jesus called Matthew to be one of His 

disciples. Matthew was a tax collector which put him in a particular category 
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of people as far as the Jews were concerned. The Jews were under Roman 

dominance and therefore taxed by the Romans. Because the Jews believed 

the only true government over them was a theocracy, the rule of God, they 

viewed the foreign rule of the Romans as illicit and therefore their taxation 

as unholy and unjust. Roman taxation forced them to compromise their 

patriotism and their religion.2  

 

To make matters bitter, the Romans would hire local Jews to collect taxes. 

This was the case with Matthew. As a tax collector, Matthew was 

considered a traitor who had sold out to the Romans for personal gain. 

Being a tax collector was a lucrative position and because tax collectors 

were allowed to keep whatever they collected beyond the Roman tax, they 

were known as those who got rich by extortion. In other words, they 

overcharged to line their own pockets.  

 

You can only imagine the raised eyebrows when Jesus called Matthew to 

follow Him. Everyone knew Matthew, man that most people would distain 

and certainly not want to associate with.  

 

Is Matthew someone you would look to as a prospect for your ministry 

team? Fortunately, Jesus could not only see what men were, but He could 

also see what they would become. Matthew wasn’t ready for leadership 

yet. He was far from being above reproach (1Tim 3:2; Tit 1:7). There was a 

road of discipleship that He would have to walk first in which His character 

would be shaped and His allegiance to Christ would be tested.  

 

There’s a point of application here: Jesus isn’t looking for perfect people who 

“have it all together.” He’s looking for those who are willing to follow, grow, 

and serve; those who will be shaped into Christlikeness through tried and 

tested discipleship. The first step in this direction for Matthew, was to heed 

Christ’s call to follow. A lot of people think, “who am I to think that God 

would use me? I’m just an ordinary person struggling through life.” But the 

question is not whether you can do great things for God. The question is, 

will you take the first step you can take today of following Him and serving 

Him? If Jesus could use a former tax collector, He can probably use you too! 

2 John MacArthur, The MacArthur NT Commentary: Matthew 8-15, pg. 60.  



 

The second clue that we see is that Matthew was not the only sketchy 

character that Jesus hung out with. Vs. 10 says that Jesus was having dinner 

with many tax collectors and sinners. We get the impression that He wanted 

to be around these people. This was so unsettling for the Pharisees that 

they chided His disciples by asking them, “why is your Teacher eating with 

the tax collectors and sinners?” Remember that especially in the ancient 

world, sharing a meal with someone meant identifying yourself with that 

person.  

 

Here’s the question we need to ask. Do we have greater concern for our 

own reputation than we do for the spiritual needs of lost people? Let me 

drive it home a little further. Would you feel self-conscious about good 

church folk seeing you be friendly with someone who is a strong proponent 

of the political party you most disdain. Matthew was viewed as an ally of 

the Jews’ greatest enemy. And now Jesus is befriending Matthew.  

 

To Matthew’s credit, he did something that even the most Religious elite 

didn’t do. When Jesus called Him, he left everything to follow Jesus. Never 

again would he be able to return to his lucrative lifestyle of collecting taxes. 

Without hesitation, he turned to follow Christ.  

 

2. Jesus’ ministry approach was strategic to reach lost people. [Matt 

9:12-13] 

 

I don’t think Jesus randomly called Matthew to follow Him. I believe He 

called Matthew strategically as a man who was connected to other people 

Jesus wanted to reach. In other words, Matthew was probably a networker, 

a man with connections. We know from the other gospels that this dinner 

party takes place at Matthew’s own house. And who else shows up? 

Probably people that Matthew invited. The kind of people Matthew hung 

out with. The kind of people that tax collectors would associate with. When 

vs. 10 says the dinners guests were tax collectors and sinners, He is most 

likely referring to notorious sinners, the local riffraff in town. These are not 

just people who failed to keep the scruples of the Pharisees, but didn’t even 
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pretend to. If you asked these people if they were sinners, they would 

chuckle and say, “of course, who are you trying to kid.” They knew their 

lives didn’t measure up to any standard of holiness nor could they.  

 

The beauty of this passage is that we don’t have to infer or guess what Jesus 

mission strategy was. He tells us. When the Pharisees grumbled as though 

Jesus was guilty by mere association with sinners, He responded with 3 clear 

statements of reason, rebuke, and intent.  

 

Statement of reason: “It is not those who are healthy who need a 

physician, but those who are sick” (vs. 12). Just as Jesus walked among 

those who were physical sick and healed them, so He walks among those 

who are spiritually sick so as to provide spiritual healing.  

 

Remember that Jesus is responding to the self-righteous Pharisees here, 

who are not healthy. Not only do the healthy not need a physician, but 

those who are sick yet think they are healthy will never benefit from the 

physician. There’s a sense in which Jesus is saying, “I didn’t come for the 

self-righteous. My cure is for those who are sick and know they need the 

cure.” It is our honest evaluation of our spiritual sickness, that qualifies us to 

receive the services of the Great Physician.  

 

John MacArthur said it well: “The two great barriers to salvation have 

always been refusal to recognize the need for it and the belief that it can be 

earned or deserved.”3 This describes the Pharisees to a tee. They don’t think 

they need it because they think they’ve already earned it. I’m not suggesting 

that we don’t witness to self-righteous people, but when God’ brings 

someone into our lives who clearly recognizes his/her need for God’s mercy, 

that is God’s invitation to walk along side them with the good news of the 

gospel. “The gospel is not for good people but for bad people who know they 

are bad and who come to God for forgiveness and cleansing.”4  

 

Next comes Jesus’s statement of rebuke: “But go and learn what this 

means: ‘I desire compassion and not sacrifice’” (vs. 13). The reason I refer 

to this as a statement of rebuke is because of the phrase, “go and learn 

4 Ibid., pg. 58.  



what this means.” This was a rabbinic formula that meant, you don’t 

understand this yet; go back and study it again! This was not a compliment 

to the Pharisees who saw themselves as the experts on Scripture. The 

Pharisees were passionate about fasting and tithing right down to their 

spices—they were experts on “sacrifice” but they didn’t know the value of 

compassion. They saw godliness as being separated from sinful people and 

looking down on them, rather than having compassion for those who 

needed forgiveness.  

 

This quote, “I desire compassion and not sacrifice,” comes from Hosea 6:6. 

The context is one in which the people of Israel were maintaining the formal 

ritual of temple worship, but they had lost its meaning. They had forsaken 

their love for God. In this context, Jesus is not just saying that compassion is 

weightier than sacrifice. He’s comparing the Pharisees to wayward, apostate 

Israel in Hosea’s day who had a form of worship but no heart for God.5 

Loving God will result in compassion for people.  

 

If you are honest, do you feel a heightened sense of godliness when you 

consider a person who persistently makes sinful choices? Perhaps you think 

to yourself, “I’m glad that’s not me.” Or does it make you compassionate 

and want to get close to them? What makes me want to keep my distance? 

What made Jesus want to befriend them?  

 

Have you ever found yourself in an awkward situation where someone is 

telling you their story and on the one hand you want to be compassionate 

but on the other hand you don’t want to give them (or anyone else) the 

impression that you condone their choices or even fully believe their story 

(knowing their must be another side to the story and you are just getting 

their version). You may realize that much of what the person is telling you 

comes from a faulty perspective and they need some truth, but what do you 

do initially? Lynelle made a comment one time that has been really helpful 

to me in situations like this: “Shouldn’t our first response be compassion?” 

According to Jesus in vs. 13, the answer is yes! Now for those of us who lean 

harder to the truth-side of the boat than the grace-side, let me encourage 

us with this principle: Truth is most readily received when its expressed 
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with compassion from a heart of mercy. One way we do this is by replacing 

scolding or making our point, with pleading for change for the sake of the 

one who needs to conform to the truth.  

 

Finally Jesus gives us His statement of intent: “I did not come to call the 

righteous, but sinners” (vs. 13). Interestingly, the Greek word Jesus used for 

call is a word that would be used for an invitation to dinner. The primary 

focus of Jesus’ hospitality was not with those who were self-righteous, but 

with those who recognized their need for forgiveness, those who needed 

compassion.  

 

As I was studying this week, it suddenly struck me that there is quite an 

atmosphere of hospitality in this passage. We’ve been talking about opening 

our hearts, opening our homes, and opening the word for the sake of 

outreach. Notice that that is what is happening here. Jesus’ heart is open 

with compassion to Matthew and his friends. And while it’s actually 

Matthew’s home where they gather, I assume that Jesus was the one 

expressing true hospitality; taking loving interest in people, listening with 

compassion, giving hope, extending the offer of God’s forgiveness. And then 

notice how Jesus opens the Word. Even though Hosea 6:6 is a rebuke the 

hard-hearted pharisees, it is invaluable instruction for the disciples and 

mercy for sinners.  

 

Here we see an open heart—a heart of compassion. We see an open home 

of hospitality—dining with unsaved friends. And we see the opening of 

God’s Word skillfully wielding truth and grace. If Jesus had such hospitality 

toward sinners, perhaps we would be wise to begin their too.  

How much purposeful time do we spend with unbelievers? I know that most 

of you are around unbelievers every day at work. But my question is 

purposeful time. Is there a particular person that you are praying for 

regularly? Have you invited them to have lunch with you or stop for coffee 

after work? Have you listened enough to really understand their life and 

why the think and believe the way you do? Are you praying for God to help 

you see opportunities to bring the gospel to the intersections of his/her life?  

 



Someone had a great challenge for us at our Life Group this week, that 

every morning we pray for a divine opportunity with someone. This is 

especially good for me, because my co-workers are not unbelievers. I need 

to view every conversation with neighbors or any encounters at the grocery 

store with an attentive heart. We live where we live, we work where we 

work, we play where we play to be ambassadors for Christ.  

 

In the final portion of our passage (vs. 14-17), Jesus is approached by 

disciples of John the Baptist who come with a sincere question, unlike the 

accusatory interrogation of the Pharisees. They want to know why Jesus’ 

disciples don’t fast? Fasting seemed so basic to Jewish life that it as the one 

area where even the Pharisees and John’s disciples agreed. Ironically, there 

was only one mandatory fast in the OT on the Day of Atonement. Yet it had 

become expected that good Jews (at least the Pharisees) fasted at least 

twice a week.  

 

Jesus responds by saying, you don’t fast at a wedding, you feast. There is a 

time coming when the bridegroom will be taken away, speaking of His 

death. That will be proper time for fasting. But this is a time for rejoicing. 

Jesus, the great Bridegroom is among them. This is a season of Joy.  

 

It seems as though Jesus is reminding John’s disciples that John Himself 

recognized Jesus as the Bridegroom in John 3:29, and John Himself was 

filled with joy to be with the bridegroom.  

 

And then Jesus gives them two illustrations to indicate that when the 

Kingdom of God comes in the ministry of Jesus, it cannot be conformed to 

fit into the old traditions of men, like mandatory fasting. If you patch an old 

shirt with a new piece of unshrunk cloth, they will tear apart when the new 

one shrinks---they are incompatible. If you put new wine, which needs room 

to expand when it ferments, into an old wineskin that has lost its ability to 

stretch, it will burst—they are incompatible. In the same way, the 

transformation of the heart that comes with the Kingdom of God in the 

ministry of Jesus is incompatible with the old man-made traditions of the 

Pharisees. The legalistic religious practices of the Pharisees and others were 

not compatible with a compassionate heart toward sinners.  

 

In the ministry of Jesus, there is a dawning of messianic joy, like the joy of a 

wedding, because sinners are compassionately called to forgiveness and 

fellowship with God by being united with Jesus. And we have been given the 

opportunity to participate in this kingdom mission by demonstrating mercy 

and compassion to whose who need God’s forgiveness.  

 

Perhaps we can summarize the heart of this passage this way: We must 

abandon all sense of self-righteousness (or spiritual pride) to receive 

mercy from God and to extend compassion to sinners because Jesus did 

not come to call the righteous, but those who see their deep need to be 

forgiven of their sin.  

 

Our own ministry of mercy and compassion begins by laying down our own 

self-righteousness attempts to please God. We must abandon any sense 

that we are good enough to not need God’s mercy or that we can achieve it 

with just a little more effort. We don’t earn the inheritance of God’s favor. 

We marry into it. We surrender our life of independent singleness to 

become one with Christ through faith. We follow Him, like Matthew, 

without looking back. We follow Him to the cross where He laid down His 

life to release us from the death sentence of our sin. When we respond to 

Jesus’ invitation, our relationship with God is restored and we become the 

objects of His compassion and joy.  

 

If you see sickness in your soul, Jesus came for you. His compassion is for 

you. His cure is found in His own death for you. The death that kills the 

plague of sin. And for those who have the cure of His forgiveness, we have 

the privilege of calling others to come to Jesus as the Great Physician.  

 

 

 


