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Mark 2:13-22

Introduction

What do you want Jesus to do for you? It’s a question that Jesus often asked of those who
came to him. If you could have anything you asked for, what would it be? What is it you
most want or need? How you answer that question will determine how you will respond to
Jesus. He burst onto the scene in the opening chapters of Mark’s book with a message: ‘The
time has come,’ he said. ‘The kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the
good news!’ (Mark 1:15)

In his opening sentence, Mark called Jesus the Messiah. It means God’s King. God's
kingdom has come near because God’s King has come near. And in our passage this
morning we find two reasons why this is such good news.

Firstly, Jesus has come to bring forgiveness.
And secondly, he has come to bring joy.

If you're here this morning to investigate the Christian faith, that’s what | want you to see as
we read this passage together. Both of those things are on offer to you through faith in
Jesus: forgiveness and joy. And they’re our two very simple headings.

So firstly then, forgiveness.
Forgiveness
Let’s read it again, from verse 13.

Once again Jesus went out beside the lake. A large crowd came to him, and he began to
teach them. As he walked along, he saw Levi son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax collector’s
booth. ‘Follow me,’ Jesus told him, and Levi got up and followed him.

While Jesus was having dinner at Levi’s house, many tax collectors and sinners were
eating with him and his disciples, for there were many who followed him. When the
teachers of the law who were Pharisees saw him eating with the sinners and tax
collectors, they asked his disciples: ‘Why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners?’

On hearing this, Jesus said to them, ‘It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but those
who are ill. 1 have not come to call the righteous but sinners.’

We need to grasp the scandal of what Jesus does here. His ministry is a teaching ministry.
The passage begins by the Sea of Galilee where he is teaching a large crowd that had come
to him. He was a teacher. And it was quite normal for a teacher to gather disciples who
would learn from him.
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But not disciples like Levi. He’s a tax collector. His booth is in Capernaum, where he collects
taxes on behalf of the Roman Empire. At this time, the Romans occupied the land and
oppressed the people. So, you can imagine how popular Levi would be. He would have
been a despised figure on the streets of Capernaum. And that isn’t simply because he
worked for the enemy. It’s because tax collectors were typically greedy and immoral men,
who abused their position to make themselves rich. These were men who were known for
practicing extortion and bribery. They were thought to be the vilest of men and treated as
outcasts. They were excommunicated from the synagogue. Their testimony was
inadmissible as evidence before a judge. They were truly despised. And Levi is one of them.
He’s not an obvious choice to be a disciple. Yet Jesus calls Levi, quite deliberately, and Levi
drops everything to follow him.

And what follows is a party.

Levi is so delighted to be called by Jesus that he holds a banquet. Jesus is the guest of
honour. Among the other guests are more tax collectors and sinners. These aren’t merely
friends of Levi, because we’re told that these too were followers of Jesus. In other words,
Jesus has among his followers some of the most hated people in Capernaum.

The word ‘sinners’ was a term used by the religious leaders to describe people who paid no
attention to their rules and customs. It’s not that they had broken their rules in some way;
they paid no attention to them at all. They stood completely outside the religious customs
of their leaders as a way of life. These were people who the religious leaders regarded as
hopelessly lost.

Here then is a collection of the most despised and spiritually lost people around. And Jesus
is eating with them. ‘Why is he doing that?’ the Pharisees ask.

Again, we need to grasp the scandal of it. The Pharisees and teachers of the law longed for
the coming of the kingdom of God. It was constantly on their minds. And they sought to
hasten the coming of God’s kingdom through the purity of their lives. That’s why they
observed so many rules and customs, most of which they’d made up themselves. And it’s
why they stayed away from sinners like these, who paid no attention to their rules and
customs. It was to preserve the purity of their lives and hasten the coming of God’s
kingdom. It was vital to their way of life that they made a distinction between ‘the
righteous’ and ‘sinners’. We saw that last week, when Jamie preached on the parable of
the Pharisee and the tax collector.

Yet here was Jesus, who went around teaching about the kingdom of God, having a meal
with the very people they sought to avoid. He was mixing with the wrong people. His
behaviour offended them.

And hearing their criticism of him, Jesus quotes a proverb to them. Look at verse 17 again.
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On hearing this, Jesus said to them, ‘It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but those
who are ill. 1 have not come to call the righteous but sinners.’

Jesus adopts their own categories of ‘the righteous’ and ‘sinners’. But there’s a clear rebuke
in his words. He hasn’t come to call into God’s kingdom those who think they’re righteous
but those who know they’re sinners. He hasn’t come for those who assume they deserve
God’s approval, but for those who know they deserve his condemnation. He hasn’t come
for those who think they can impress God by keeping lots of man-made rules. He’s come for
those who know they haven’t got a leg to stand on before God.

So, Jesus compares himself to a doctor.

It’s not people who are well who go to the doctor. If you go to the GP surgery, you won'’t
find the waiting room full of people who are in good health. If you do, either you’re in the
wrong place or they are. If you go to the GP surgery, you'll find the waiting room full of
people who are ill. The qualification for going to the doctor isn’t that you’re healthy but
that you’re sick. And the qualification for coming to Jesus isn’t that you think you’re
righteous but that you know you’re not. The kingdom of God is for those who know they
have a sickness called sin and look to Jesus for healing. And that is what he has come to
bring. Sin doesn’t disqualify you from coming to Jesus. It’s what qualifies you. He’s the one
doctor who can heal you of your greatest disease. No matter who you are or what you’ve
done, he offers you full forgiveness. His kingdom is a kingdom of forgiveness and grace.

The question is whether you can recognise your need of it. We don’t need to look too far to
see that we live in a broken world full of wickedness and evil. It’s all around us. But can you
see that the problem isn’t all ‘out there’, it’s ‘in here’? That’s what the author G K
Chesterton was saying when he famously responded to the question ‘What is wrong with
the world?’ with the answer ‘I am’. There is evil in the world because of the sin and
selfishness in our hearts, which no number of good deeds and careful rule keeping can cure.
If you can’t see that... if, like the Pharisees, you think that God approves of you as you are...
if you think that one day God will give you a slap on the back and a hearty well done for all
the good things you’ve do and the rules you’ve obey... then there is nothing Jesus can do for
you. His kingdom is far from you.

But if you recognise your need of forgiveness, he invites you to come to him knowing that
grace awaits you. He has come to call into God’s kingdom people like Levi, and the tax
collectors and sinners he ate with; people who know they have no leg to stand on before
God... who know their lives don’t match up... who know they deserve nothing from God but
his condemnation. If that’s you, will you hear his call to repent and believe the good news?
Will you come to him and take your place in his kingdom? If so, you’ll find that forgiveness,
and welcome, and a fresh start is what awaits you.

And you will also find great joy. That’s our second heading.
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Joy
Please look down again at verse 18.

Now John’s disciples and the Pharisees were fasting. Some people came and asked Jesus,
‘How is it that John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees are fasting, but yours are
not?’

Jesus answered, ‘How can the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is with them? They
cannot, so long as they have him with them. But the time will come when the bridegroom
will be taken from them, and on that day they will fast.

‘No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment. Otherwise, the new piece will
pull away from the old, making the tear worse. And no one pours new wine into old
wineskins. Otherwise, the wine will burst the skins, and both the wine and the wineskins
will be ruined. No, they pour new wine into new wineskins.’

It’s quite a contrast. Jesus and his disciples are feasting together while the disciples of John
the Baptist and the disciples of the Pharisees are all fasting. And that contrast doesn’t go
unnoticed. Fasting expressed sorrow over sin. So, if Jesus took sin so seriously, why were
his disciples feasting rather than fasting? Why didn’t they fast like everyone else? Perhaps
they weren’t so serious about sin after all! That’s the suggestion.

It's a question Jesus answers by speaking about a wedding feast. Can you imagine goingto a
wedding reception, and when you arrive you find everyone standing around looking sad?
The bride’s in tears. The bridesmaids are all crying. All the guests are sitting around with
long faces. The groom is standing there looking thoroughly baffled. You’d wonder what had
happened. Weddings are happy occasions. You expect to find people eating and dancing
and enjoying themselves. Tears and long faces are out of place at a wedding. And that’s
Jesus’ point.

He likens his presence with his disciples to the presence of a bridegroom with his guests at a
wedding banquet. It wasn’t a time of sadness but of joy. He’s the doctor who’s come to
heal the sick. He’s the Son of Man who has authority on earth to forgive sins. He’s come to
proclaim the coming of God’s kingdom and call people to repent and believe the good news.
That’s all cause for celebration. But there’s a further reason that his coming is cause for joy.
And we see that when we remember this isn’t the first time that someone has described
themselves as a bridegroom.

In the Old Testament, God likens himself to a bridegroom and calls his people, Israel, his
bride. He is the husband of his people (Isaiah 54:5). Although their sin and idolatry are the
equivalent of spiritual adultery that effectively ends their marriage, he says that a day would
come when he will rejoice over his people once again as a bridegroom rejoices over his
bride (Isaiah 62:5). And Jesus wants us to make the connection. He has chosen his words
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deliberately. That day has come. In Jesus, God has come to be with his people. The
bridegroom has come to his bride to bring about a fresh start. His presence with his
disciples is cause for joy.

Of course, there would be a time for sorrow. Jesus says that time will come when he is
taken from them. He’s referring to his death on a cross. But that time of sorrow would be
followed by the renewed joy of the resurrection. He would come to them again by his Spirit
on the day of Pentecost. And the New Testament ends by pointing forward to the day when
Jesus will finally return to claim his bride forever. It describes that day as a great celebration
(Rev. 19:6-9). People will come from east and west to take their place at the heavenly
banquet (Matt. 8:10-11). And Christ will be with his people forever and their joy will be
made complete.

The joy of the disciples is the joy of the kingdom of God breaking into history. It was a new
situation that was cause for joy and celebration. The feast Jesus enjoyed with the tax
collectors and sinners was a foretaste of the great heavenly banquet that he will enjoy with
all his people. It was a time to celebrate. To fast would be inappropriate. And that’s why
the passage ends with examples of inappropriate actions. No one sews a patch of new cloth
onto an old garment. No one pours new wine into old wineskins. Both lead to disaster.
Jesus is warning against mixing the new and the old. The old age was passing. The new age
of the kingdom of God was breaking in. It still is today. And maintaining behaviour that
belonged to the old age is inappropriate.

The Christian life is characterised not by sorrow but by joy. It’'s the joy of relationship with
Jesus. It’s the joy of sins forgiven. It’s the joy of his presence with us by his Spirit through all
the twists and turns of this life. And it’s the joy of his certain return and a glorious future
with him in eternity. It’s a joy that can be found nowhere else. It’s what we’ll celebrate a
little later when we share the Lord’s Supper together. As we share bread and wine at the
Lord’s table, we look back to his death on the cross, where he won full and free forgiveness
for our sins. And we look forward to that great banquet in heaven, where we will find joy
and happiness in his presence for all eternity.

Conclusion

This is what Christ will do for you. It’s what he holds out to you, as he calls you to follow
him. He holds out forgiveness for your sins and a place in his kingdom. And he holds out
the joy of his loving presence with you, in this life and in eternity. Is that what you want him
to do for you? If so, then come to him, and receive it today.

Let’s pray.

Loving Father, thank you for Jesus. Thank you that he came to bring forgiveness for sins and
joy in his presence. Please move each of us to come to him in repentance and faith. And
please would we each know his joy as we follow him. In his name we pray. Amen.
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