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MARK:  DINNER WITH LEVI  

MARK 2.13-17 
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ark has begun showing us the conflict Jesus experienced during his 

ministry. From 1.40 to 3.6 Mark gives us 6 stories which show the 

beginnings of trouble; this sequence culminates in 3.6 with Jesus' opponents 

holding counsel how they may destroy him. In 2.13-17 we witness the meeting 

between Jesus and Levi, in which Jesus fails to meet the expectations of the Jewish 

Establishment. 

Our story begins with Jesus teaching crowds beside Galilee. As Jesus goes along he 

sees a tax-collector seated in the tax-booth. This booth was here on the border 

between two regions in order to collect taxes from people entering Capernaum to 

sell their goods. Ultimately, these tax collectors worked for the Romans, though 

Herod would have been a middle man between the two. Because observant Jews 

believed business dealings with Gentiles resulted in ceremonial defilement, these 

tax collectors would be considered unclean by the very nature of their work. Add to 

this the unscrupulous practices of these tax collectors, resulting in their own 

increase of wealth, and it isn't hard to understand why the Jews would hate them. 

Jewish writings after the time of Jesus class tax collectors among notorious sinners, 

prohibiting them from giving testimony in court or attending synagogue. Their 

families were disgraced by their vocation, their touch rendered a home unclean, 

Jews were forbidden from receiving money or alms from them, and various rabbis 

even agreed it was permissible to lie to a tax collector. The Jewish tax collector was 

a notorious and hated offender, an outcast from respectable, Jewish society. 

All of this means Jesus created a scandal by calling one such to become a close 

disciple. This "Levi" is undoubtedly the Apostle Matthew, though by another name 

(it wasn't unusual for people of the time to have different names). Levi's immediate 
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response of obedience to Jesus reminds us of the initial calling of the 4 fishermen in 

chapter 1. Is it possible Levi knew Jesus? Yes, since Capernaum was a center of 

operations for Jesus and Levi probably couldn't help hearing the fantastic stories of 

Jesus' miracles and teaching. Whatever the cause, Levi exhibits the immediate 

abandonment required of those whom Jesus calls, and so becomes his disciple.  

The scandal Jesus caused by calling Levi didn't end there; Jesus now proceeds to 

attend a dinner at Levi's house, filled with the kind of people Levi would of 

necessity be friends with: Other tax collectors and notorious sinners. Levi is an 

outcast and has no one to fellowship with but other outcasts. If Jesus went too far 

in calling Levi as a disciple it is hard to imagine how to describe the public scandal 

of engaging in table fellowship with Levi and his friends. To eat a meal with others 

in this culture was to express identification with them. The respectable, religiously 

observant Jews would never dream of such associations in their efforts to remain 

ceremonially and morally pure. Jesus, however, seems to have no such scruples. We 

learn also at this point that beyond table fellowship, others of this unclean crowd 

have already begun to follow Jesus. All of this could have no other result than the 

establishment challenge which is offered in v16. 

The challenge comes from scribes of the Pharisees (which means legal experts who 

are members of the religious sect of the Pharisees). Instead of asking Jesus they 

direct their challenge to his disciples. It is possible this happened because Jesus was 

in Levi's house, where the scribes would never go, but they were able to access his 

disciples outside the house. Their challenge concerns Jesus eating with tax 

collectors and sinners, and it is Jesus, not the disciples, who answer them. 

Doctors spend their time with sick people, not healthy people, says Jesus, and Jesus 

is a doctor. It is legitimate, and it is Jesus' intention, to go to notorious sinners and 

call them to believe the Gospel and repent of their sins based on the presence of the 

kingdom.  
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Now this response is so obvious it's strange it needs to be made: Doctors spend 

their time around sick people; religious teachers ought to spend their time around 

spiritually sick people. So what's the problem? The establishment Jews have taken 

the principle of separation to an unbiblical extreme such that they are no longer 

even willing to evangelize the outcasts, much less spend the time with them 

required for that evangelism. This can get a little tricky, since separation from 

sinners is a biblical teaching, and so much so that at this point we need to correct a 

false idea which often claims this very story for its support. 

It is often said by Christians in our setting that Christians need not act any 

differently toward practicing sinners than they do toward other Christians. On the 

contrary, it is good for Christians to spend plenty of time with unbelievers, even 

blatantly rebellious ones, since, after all, Jesus spent all his time with tax collectors 

and sinners. And if we seek to correct the Christians who make this claim we are 

accused of the same sin of those scribes who condemned Jesus for his associations.  

But the charge is confused. Jesus didn't spend time with tax collectors and sinners 

because he loved their lifestyle or because he didn't mind their lifestyle; he spent 

time with them because spending time with them was required in order to 

evangelize them. Jesus was there to call men to repentance, just like any of his other 

interactions throughout his ministry. Jesus was not there enjoying the sinfulness of 

the sinners, or minimizing their guilt, or slowly building friendships with them to 

hopefully be able to share the Gospel someday down the road, or being a good 

witness. He came to call them to repentance; that's why he went to the dinner in the 

first place. 

So, back to our compromising Christian friends of today. If what they desire is the 

freedom to spend time with blatant sinners in order to give them direct calls to 

repentance, their actions cannot draw any criticism, for this is just what the Master 

did. But it is obvious that much of what is going on contains no serious call to 

kingdom repentance; rather it is simply Christians keeping questionable company 



4 
 

and really seeming to enjoy it very much. There is often little or no evangelism 

whatsoever, and it is normal for the spiritual temperature of such Christians to 

decrease to the point where we now need to give them the call to repentance rather 

than their unbelieving friends. No surprise, for bad company corrupts good 

morals. But what this means is our present text is no justification for the kind of 

compromise practiced by many in the church. Scripture calls us to separate from 

sinners, by which is meant we must not develop close relationships with 

unbelievers beyond necessity.  

On the other hand, it is certain some of those inclined to separate are a little too 

inclined! They believe the principle of separation gives them license to ignore those 

notorious sinners whom they have opportunity to call to repentance. This is no less 

sinful, sometimes more so, for it reveals a heinous lack of love toward those in 

spiritual darkness. It is obvious that this story reveals Jesus' own purpose to hunt 

down notorious sinners, moral outcasts even, and call them specifically to 

repentance. This responsibility continues in the church as we are now to fulfill the 

ministry which he performed when he was here. So as a church we must consider 

what can be done to reach those in outright rebellion against God. 

We are right to ask the question why it is Jesus came for such people? What is it 

about the outcast sinners that makes them the special target of Jesus' ministry, and 

thus of ours? I think we get help in answering this question as we consider one 

more piece in Jesus' statement: He didn't come for the righteous. 

At first it seems Jesus is saying there are people so good they don't need his saving 

work. But the rest of this Gospel, even more the rest of the Bible will not allow such 

an idea. It is therefore persuasive that Jesus' comment is sarcastic; there is a group 

of people who think themselves righteous and thereby have removed themselves 

from the scope of Jesus' ministry. Who might these be? Of course it is the very 

group presently objecting to Jesus: The Jewish establishment composed of self-

righteous scribes and Pharisees (among others).  
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Perhaps the best Gospel commentary on this idea is the end of John 9. There Jesus 

has healed the blind man who is subsequently excommunicated from the 

synagogue. Jesus finds him and tells him Jesus came to give sight to the blind, and 

to take sight from those who can see. A nearby Pharisee asks if his group is the 

target of that statement, and Jesus says as much. Jesus says that it isn't that the 

Pharisees can see, but that they say they can see, and so their sin remains. So, there 

is a group of people who are, not actually righteous, but who believe themselves to 

be righteous, and these are both said to be outside the scope of Jesus' saving 

mission and even the objects of his work of judicial blinding. I take these to be the 

righteous whom Jesus didn't come to call. 

So now we're ready to answer why it is that Jesus came for the sick, that is, the 

notable sinners who cannot possibly consider themselves righteous. Only these 

know their need. Only these are ready to receive the kingdom as a gift from God on 

the basis of faith and grace.   

Now this has implications for our evangelistic strategy. I know one evangelist who 

refuses to evangelize anyone but the poor based on this principle. He's going too 

far, but his actions graphically illustrate the principle: It is the weak and worthless, 

the foolish and incompetent, who generally respond to the Gospel.  

James even tells us in chapter 2 of his letter that generally it is the poor whom God 

has elected to salvation; Paul says about the same thing in 1 Corinthians 1. Jesus 

says it is nigh impossible for the rich to enter the kingdom. In terms of evangelistic 

strategy, I suggest this should make us especially sensitive to sharing the Gospel 

with the afflicted of this world. This doesn't exclude the rich from our ministry 

efforts, since there are rich believers in both testaments and throughout the church 

age. But this would affect our general evangelistic aim. 

Further, we find in this story valuable truth for our own ongoing relationship to 

God. Do you see what kind of heart God responds to? Do you see that God loves 

humility and poverty of spirit and admission of helplessness? Of course we are just 
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saying here that God loves faith; faith is that action of the soul whereby we look 

outward to rely on something other than ourselves. In faith we know ourselves to 

be far from sufficient, to be in desperate need. We despair of any chance of making 

ourselves right with God. We turn to God as the only one who could perform such 

a miracle.  

 


