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So as we go through the book of Mark, we find that there is an observable current of thought regarding Jesus and sin.  Chapter one of the book of Mark starts off by telling us that John the Baptist was urging people to get “baptized to show that they had turned from their sins and turned to God to be forgiven”.  Then Jesus starts healing people.  Approached by a leper, an untouchable, at the end of chapter one, Jesus is tested:  “If you want to, you can make me well again”.  Jesus’ response flows from His heart: “I want to”.

Last week we saw that chapter two begins with Jesus proclaiming “authority on earth to forgive sins”.  Jesus has just finished healing a paralysed man by forgiving his sins, on account of the faith of his friends who brought him.  And so we have fresh in our minds the metaphor of Jesus desiring to heal each of us from the paralysis caused by sin.  Our sins are forgiven, he says.  So now we can get up and start afresh, taking responsibility for ourselves.  

And so we come to our passage which begins with Jesus calling a man named Levi (we might know him better under his second name, Matthew) to follow him and ends with an announcement that Jesus has in fact “come to call sinners not those who think they are good enough”.   So Mark is making it clear – sin is a deal-breaker.  Ultimately, sin paralyses us so we must leave it behind and turn to God for forgiveness.  
Simultaneously Mark’s making it clear:  Jesus is the play-maker.  He’s here to set us up so that we can score.  He has the authority to forgive sins.  He’s willing to reach out, even to the untouchables.  And now He’s on the prowl, calling those who recognize their need for Him.  For those who know they are sinners.
Most of us would assume it was a rhetorical question if I asked “Are we sinners?”  The idea that we’re sinners is almost an assumed knowledge within the church family.  It’s fundamental to what we believe.  Yet knowing that we’re sinners is not the same as understanding and recognizing ourselves as sinners.  And when Jesus talks of “knowing that we are sinners” he’s talking about perception of the heart, not just the head.  

The Pharisees knew about sin.  They were the religious leaders of the time and they claimed to be in the know.  They claimed to take it all back to Moses.  Not just because Moses led the Israelites out of captivity but because Moses recorded down instructions that were given to him by God.  These were to explain how people could live Holy lives, and how the religious leaders should carry out their duties.  
But in fact, somewhere along the way, they missed the point.  These laws were supposed to help God’s special people stay close to Him.  Yet somehow the law had become a burden.  People were supposed to be able to make sacrifices to get right with God again – but the Pharisees kept holding the law against them.  You didn’t wash your hands the right way before you ate – you’re not clean.  You didn’t separate your offerings to God the way you were supposed to.  You keep company with non-Jews.  You eat foods you’re not supposed to eat.  You’re a sinner.  
Can we understand their shock?  Imagine walking in on Jesus.  Next to Him is Malcolm Rewa, a serial rapist.  Graeme Capill, a paedophile.  Taito Phillip Field, a corrupt politician.  And Clint Rickards, at best, a dubious police official.  There are others of the same notoriety, including a smattering of known prostitutes.  Is this really the Messiah?  Why would he be here – with them – when he could be in the Holy confines of the Temple.  How does socializing with, and teaching sinners like this – bring glory to God? 

When the Pharisees accused Jesus of eating with tax collectors and sinners.  They weren’t talking about murderers and thieves.  These weren’t the “sinners” of our passage.  They were talking about people who broke the Scribal-laws.  Laws made by the religious scholars of the time, known as the Scribes.  The sinners of our passage were the ones I mentioned before – who couldn’t keep the Pharisees high standards.  Yet the shock and indignation was the same as it would be to see Jesus with our own home-grown sinners collective. 

You see, the Pharisees had overlooked something very important.  Sinful behaviour is not an end in itself.  It is merely a symptom.  Like being found with a mouth ulcer.  While the physical manifestation can be unsightly or inhibiting, it’s true function is not to draw attention to itself, but rather to draw our attention to the underlying problem.  In the same way that a mouth ulcer might indicate stress, dietary deficiency or poor oral hygiene.  
Sinful behaviour is indicative of the fact that we are riddled with sin – and we might remind ourselves – it’s terminal.  But we might also remind ourselves of the fact that it’s not unique to us.  If we are to understand sin as an attitude of rebellion against God – a determinedness to do it our own way then we must also understand we are all equally bound.  
King David: slayer of Goliath recognized that this attitude of rebellion didn’t just grow over night.  At a time when he had committed adultery and then tried to cover it up by sending an innocent man to into the line of fire.  His life was riddled with sinful behaviours.  Yet his life as far as we know was fairly exemplary up until that point – yet he claims that sin was always there.  In Psalm 51 he says “For I was born a sinner.  Yes, from the moment my mother conceived me”.   Our attitude of rebellion begins at conception.  While some might grow to manage their condition better than others – it does not change the fact that we are all afflicted with the same terminal illness.  We are each one, guilty as sin. 

So if we then understand that sin pervades our hearts and minds from before we consciously have control of ourselves, then we comprehend that to truly be right with God is unachievable.  Therefore righteousness – being right with God can only ever be a gift.  Way back in the day of Moses, God designed an agreement whereby we should sacrifice animals in our place to pay the price for our sins.  Their death would represent the 100% mortality rate of sin.  
Yet 2008 A.D.  Two thousand and eight years after Jesus’ birth: we have the privilege of referring to a new agreement.  The definitive upgrade.  This time God’s gift was arrange for he ultimate sacrifice.  One sacrificial death that is binding for all time.  Jesus’ death on the cross cast us free from our sins and made us right with God.  
For each of us, God in his mercy provided a get out of jail free card in Jesus.  The bible puts it this way: “He is so rich in kindness that he purchased our freedom through the blood of his son, and our sins are forgiven” (Ephesians 1:7).  For the Pharisees in our passage, they forgot that they too were recipients of mercy .  And the bible is unequivocal in it’s declaration that “all have sinned; all fall short of God’s glorious standard” (Romans 3:23).  
In their man-made sin-management policies, they forgot themselves.  They began to think that rather than living out sin-management they were beginning to live sin-less.  We might ask ourselves over who do we become high and mighty?  Of whom do we judge by comparison and forget that righteousness is a gift?  Murderers and the like is an easy out.  Pride is more insidious than that.  Skate-boarders?  Taggers?  Boy-racers?  Binge-drinkers?  Our work colleague who steals by turning up late and leaving early, using the company vehicle for personal errands?  The mother across the road who bottle feeds and gives in to her children’s temper tantrums for fizzy drink and sweets?  
If we recognise that we are all in the same boat we won’t judge.  We will say to ourselves, “there but for the grace of God go I” or “without God’s grace – that could be me”.  Furthermore, if we recognise that sin affects us so profoundly and so completely then it’s only natural to want to share it with others.  Levi shared it with other sinners and tax collectors.  But he didn’t run out to find sinners for sinners sake.  Remember the sinners our passage is referring to.  People who failed to meet the Pharisees standards.  
Because of his occupation as a tax or toll collector, Levi dealt frequently with the Gentiles or non-Jews.  This made him unclean.  But that was not all that was held against him.  This job was leased by the highest bidder.  The collector – in this case Levi – had to pay a set fee, but was then free to extort as much money as they could knowing that anything over and above the set fee was theirs to keep.  Considered dirty money, their donations and offerings were not welcome at the Jewish Temple.  
They were not welcome at the Jewish Temple.  Because their occupation was considered so dishonest,  they weren’t even acceptable as witnesses in a trial.  They were excommunicated.  So we can also understand the sinners in this passage as outcasts.  Who befriends the outcasts of society and who dares to take God to them?
In our passage, the answer was Jesus does and Jesus did.  Jesus left the hallowed walls of the Temple.  He went out again to the sea.  When we pause to think about it – what sort of people might we expect to find in a port city?  Sailors!  And is the stereotype for sailors of piety?  It wouldn’t normally even stretch to propriety, would it!  So Jesus has gone out to the people of the land.  He has taken God to them where they are, as they are.  And they prove to be open minded.  They listen attentively.  And when He is ready, Jesus calls them to follow him.  
He does not condemn them.  Rather he challenges them with an invitation “come follow me”.  Some bibles say Jesus called Levi to be his disciple.  They’re trying to express the implications of “following”.  This is not an offer to follow a few paces behind like a dog on a lead.  Jesus is offering transformation.  Walk in my footsteps.  Imitate me.  Become as me.  If there’s one thing that outcasts understand it’s shame.  Whether they hold it over themselves or it is put upon them from others.  They know it.  Jesus’ offer was to leave shame behind.  
Neil Diamond expressed this so beautifully in his song Pretty Amazing Grace:
“You overcame my loss of hope and faith

Gave me a truth I could believe in

You led me to that higher place

Showed me that love and truth and hope and grace were all I needed”.

And so these outcasts are keeping company with Jesus.  The man rumoured to be the messiah and the Pharisees burn with indignant anger.  They work hard to maintain piety – to keep their man-made standards.  Their disciplined efforts to maintain piety brings a wealth of public reverence.  “Why are you eating with scum?”  The question is about himself – how can Levi / Matthew the tax collector / freshly made disciple of Jesus possibly answer?  
This response smacks of the infamous prophet Jonah.  Rebelling from God he’s swallowed by a fish.  Inside the fish he calls on God for mercy.  Yet once mercy has been received – he forgets himself.  He obediently goes tells the people of Ninevah they are sinning against God.  From the king down, the whole nation stops what it’s doing and does an about face.  They change their laws, and they set out to apologise to God, begging for mercy.  And Jonah is to be found burning with indignant anger.  They didn’t deserve it!  
Aren’t we quick to forget!  We look at others and judge them against our understanding, our abilities, our standards, our beliefs and ultimately, our misconceptions.  Recently I was reading an article on Billy Graham entitled Pastor to the Presidents and it mentioned how one day a teenage George Bush Jr and his mother got into an argument about salvation.  George had read in the bible that you had to invite Jesus into your heart and confess yourself as a sinner – his mother disagreed – it wasn’t the only way.  So they rang Billy Graham.  In my opinion his response reeks of humility.  “While George might be technically correct – only God knows what is truly in the heart of Man.  It is not for us to judge”.  
So who do we identify with in this passage?  The sinners or the Pharisees?  
As we go out into our week, I leave you with the following thought:

How can dust compare itself to dust and dare to conclude that it is cleaner?  
