A Man Like No Other #12

“The Scandal of Grace”

Luke 5:27-32

Scandal seems to follow some people like a shadow…they can’t get away from it. The mere mention of their name sends the tabloid presses into a whirl. Late night talk show hosts have ample material for their monologues, and the general public can’t get enough of it!


During His life on earth, the same could be said for our Lord. Chuck Swindoll observes, “Jesus entered the world in controversy and lived much of His life under the shadow of doubt.”
 I would perhaps substitute the word “scandal” for “doubt” in that sentence. (We get our English word “scandal” from the Greek term skandalon, which appears fifteen times in the New Testament.
) If they had been around back then, the Jerusalem Enquirer or the Sanhedrin Star would have been filled with photos and reports of Jesus’ activity under the headlines of “Shocking!” or “Scandal!” There’s the scene where He sat with a woman (raised eyebrow) who was a woman (tsk, tsk) who was living with a man out of wedlock, having gone through five husbands previously (gasp)! Or the time He not only spoke with men afflicted with leprosy, but He touched them…unheard of! Those might not seem like big deals to us, but, believe you me, these episodes would have been the lead story on the evening news!


In our last study in the life of Christ we saw Jesus calling His first disciples. They were fishermen…maybe not the most expected choice, but not particularly eyebrow-raising. But the next call went to one no one could have expected in those days. This is recorded in all three Synoptic Gospels, but we will focus on Luke 5:27-32.

Jesus Gives a Shocking Appeal


In verses 27-28 Jesus gives a shocking appeal.

After this, Jesus went out and saw a tax collector by the name of Levi sitting at his tax booth. “Follow me,” Jesus said to him, and Levi got up, left everything and followed him. 
The name Levi may not seem significant to us, but elsewhere this same man is called Matthew, the author of the first gospel. It was not unusual for a man in ancient Galilee to have two names.
 Both Levi/Matthew and an apostle James the Less had fathers named Alphaeus, likely making them brothers.
William Barclay writes,

There was never a more unlikely candidate for the office of apostle than Matthew. These tax gatherers were universally hated. They were notoriously dishonest. Not only did they fleece their own countrymen, but they also did their best to swindle the government, and they made a flourishing income by taking bribes from rich people who wished to avoid taxes which they should have paid.

Every country hates its tax-gatherers, but the hatred of the Jews for them was doubly violent. The Jews were fanatical nationalists. But what roused the Jews more than anything else was their religious conviction that God alone was king, and that to pay taxes to any mortal ruler was an infringement of God’s rights and an insult to his majesty. By Jewish law a tax-gatherer was debarred from the synagogue; he was included with things and beasts unclean, and ﻿Leviticus 20:5﻿ was applied to them; he was forbidden to be a witness in any case; “﻿robbers, murderers and tax-gatherers﻿” were classed together.

When Jesus called Matthew he called a man whom all men hated.

Can you imagine how the people around Jesus reacted when He called Levi to follow Him? James and John probably looked at each other, speechless. Andrew must have shook his head, while Simon Peter tugged on Jesus’ sleeve and said, “Are you sure about this, Jesus? Couldn’t you just find a common criminal…or a Samaritan?”

No, Jesus extended the same call to Levi as to the four fishermen: “Follow Me.” Kenneth Wuest points out that the Greek word Jesus used, akoloutheō, means, “to walk the same road.” He adds, “This was more than an invitation. The word is in the imperative mode, issuing a command. It is not, ‘Would you like to follow Me? I extend this invitation to you.’ Here was a King, sovereign in His demands.”

What was the response? Levi “left everything (a detail only in Luke) and followed him.” This must have meant a considerable sacrifice, for tax collectors were normally wealthy. Levi may have been the richest of the apostles. We should not miss the quiet heroism in this. If following Jesus had not worked out for the fishermen, they could have returned to their trade without difficulty. But when Levi walked out of his job, he was through. They would surely never take back a man who had simply abandoned his tax office. His following of Jesus was a final commitment.
 Swindoll observes,
Levi was just the kind of sinner Jesus wanted in a disciple. One hon​est enough to admit he was deathly ill with the disease of sin and wanted to be healed of it. After Jesus restored Levi’s moral health, He invited him to become one of the Twelve and gave him a new name. From then on, the former Roman collaborator would be known as Matthew, “gift of God.”


In this case, and in others later, Jesus demonstrated God’s love by accepting the castaways of society. This provoked a scandal from the religious establishment. But Jesus was much less squeamish than most about embracing the sinful and sickly, the unseemly and unimportant. What did Jesus do? He spent time with the social outcasts, proving He genuinely cared about them—even at the risk of catching flak from the uptown crowd.
 


And He was just getting started…

Jesus Grants a Scandalous Association

In verses 29-30, Jesus grants a scandalous association.

Then Levi held a great banquet for Jesus at his house, and a large crowd of tax collectors and others were eating with them. But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law who belonged to their sect complained to his disciples, “Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?” 

The dinner held in Levi’s house was probably his farewell party since he was leaving to become one of Jesus’ disciples, or perhaps he simply wanted to gather his friends together so that they too could have an opportunity to meet Jesus.

And there is Jesus—“partying with sinners”!
 I’m sure they were telling stories, laughing, enjoying the company as well as the food. Everybody was having a great time.

Well, not quite everybody.

Outside were the religious people, the Pharisees. They weren’t smiling; they were scowling. They weren’t enjoying themselves; they were expressing disapproval of others. They were saying, in effect, “How could You, Jesus—You, of all people—how could You sit down at a meal and enjoy eating and drinking with these tax-gatherers and sinners? Ugh! I mean, what will people say? What about Your testimony?”
 These Pharisees criticized Jesus because they did not understand either His message or His ministry. Jesus simply did not fit into their traditional religious views.
 

You see, the Pharisees’ first concern was themselves, how to preserve their own purity, whereas Jesus Christ’s first concern was others, how, in His own words, “to seek and to save the lost.” The Pharisees interpreted Christ’s fraternization as an inexcusable compromise with sin; they did not see it for what it really was—an expression of divine com​passion towards sinners.
 This was so scandalous to the self-righteous Pharisees that they could hardly conceal their shock. If he were really the Messiah, they thought, he would be having a dinner for us! 
 They simply could not conceive how any respectable rabbi could be associating with such rascals!

I like how James Edwards put it, 

The scandal of this story is that Jesus does not make moral repentance a precondition of his love. Rather, Jesus loves tax collectors and sinners as they are… That is the scandal of grace.﻿
 ﻿

That’s what this story is all about—the scandal of grace. Like many people today, the religious folks figured that good people would go to Heaven while bad people would not. But Jesus’ actions seemed to be saying the opposite. These were bad people…and Jesus was hanging out with them?

Jesus Gives a Scathing Admonition


Jesus heard the Pharisees’ critical words, and in verses 31-32 He gives a scathing admonition. “Jesus answered them, ‘It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.’” One writer observes,

No statement of Jesus in this Gospel is more profound than this one. A doctor ministers not to healthy persons but to the sick. So Jesus came not to call the “righteous” (i.e., the self-righteous) but “sinners” (i.e., not merely people who refuse to carry out the details of the law but those who are alienated from the life of God). Jesus’ call is to salvation; and, in order to share in it, there must be a recognition of need. A self-righteous man is incapable of recognizing that need, but a sinner can.

Jesus did not consider these people “rejects,” even though they were outcasts by the religious leaders. Matthew’s friends were patients who needed a physician, and Jesus was the Great Physician. He comes to us in our need; He makes a perfect diagnosis; He provides a final and complete cure; and He pays the bill! What a physician!

While it is true that Jesus loves sinners as they are, not demanding that they clean up their act before coming to Him, He did not come to leave them in their sin. He called them to repentance.
 The truth of the gospel according to Jesus is that the only ones who are eligible for salvation are those who realize they are sinners and are willing to repent. Christ’s call is extended only to sinners who in desperation realize their need and desire transformation. Our Lord came to save sinners. But to those who are unwilling to admit and leave their sin, he has nothing to say—except to pronounce judgment.
 Yes, Jesus abhorred the Pharisees’ judgmental attitudes and intervened to spare the woman caught in adultery from being stoned to death. But remember what He said to her at the end of the story: He did not say, “Go and sin,” but rather, “Go and sin no more.”
Let’s bring this story to our own day and age. What should be the attitude of the followers of Jesus towards those who do not follow Him? Do we despise them, fear them, shun them, tolerate them, condemn them, or seek to serve them? What is the true responsibility of the church to the world? John Stott writes,

The God revealed by Jesus Christ is a God who cares. He loves people who do not deserve to be loved. He makes His sun rise on the evil as well as the good, and sends rain on the unjust as well as the just. He made us body-souls and cares for us as body-souls. And He has taken action—sacrificial action—to supply a remedy for our sin. He has got Himself deeply involved in our predicament.

So Jesus Christ Himself did not remain aloof, or refuse to get involved, or hide away in the safe immunity of heaven. He entered our world. He assumed our nature. He identified Himself with our humanity. He exposed Himself to our temptations, sorrows and pains. He made friends with outcasts and was nicknamed ‘a friend of tax collectors and sinners’ [Lk. 7:34]. He humbled Himself to serve people in their need. He washed His disciples’ feet. He never drew back from any demanding situation. He was willing finally to bear our sins and our curse in our place.

And now He says to the church: ‘As the Father has sent me, even so I send you’ [Jn. 20:21; cf. Jn. 17:18]. The church’s mission reflects the Son’s mission, and both express the character of the Father. What is this? He is not the Judge only, but the Saviour. He is not a rewarder of merit, but a bestower of mercy. He is the shepherd of lost sheep, the physician of sick souls, a father of infinite patience. Now He sends us out into the world like Christ—not to run away and escape, but to enter the pain of distraught humanity, to think and feel our way into people’s doubts, difficulties and distresses, to be channels of the love of God as both servants and witnesses, to bring what relief we can and the good news of salvation through Christ’s death and resurrection. Such is our responsibility. Nothing but costly involvement is Christian; withdrawal, to whatever degree, is Pharisaic. ‘As our Lord took on our flesh, so He calls His Church to take on the secular world.’ Otherwise we do not ‘take the Incarnation seriously’ [Witness in Six Continents, pp. 151, 158]. The conclusion brings us to one of the great paradoxes of Christian living. The whole church is called (and every member of it) as much to involvement in the world as to separation from it, as much to ‘worldliness’ as to ‘holiness’. Not to a worldliness which is unholy, nor to a holiness which is unworldly, but to ‘holy worldliness’, a true separation to God which is lived out in the world—the world which He made and sent His Son to redeem.

Only the power of God can deliver us from the grudging, judging attitude of the elder brother, from the false Pharisaic fear of contamination-by-contact and from the aloofness which refuses to get involved. In place of all this we need the compassion of Christ. Let the Pharisees of today’s church murmur their disapproval if they will, if only they will also say of us (as their ancestors said of our Master): ‘this man receives sinners and eats with them.’

Are we willing to risk our reputation for the scandal of grace? Just remember, the ones who scandalize us will be the religious crowd; the ones who smile at us will be those we are called to love and reach out to.

And our Heavenly Father. He will smile at us, too.
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