
Jesus, Friend of Sinners 
Luke 5:27-32


Today we wrap up a sermon series entitled “Alive and Well.” We’ve been exploring the 
core relationships in our lives. We’ve discussed parenting, singleness, marriage, 
friendships, and relationships in the body of Christ. Today we are going to discuss 
another type of core relationship: growing friendships with those outside the body of 
Christ - those who don’t yet believe in Jesus. 


Last week we noticed how Jesus said that our relationships within the body of Christ 
are supposed to be the foundation of our influence in the lives of others. In John 
13:34-35 Jesus said this: 


34 “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you 
must love one another. 35 By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if 
you love one another.”

The way we treat each other is supposed to convince others that we are truly Jesus’ 
disciples (not just church people or religious people). How we treat each other is 
supposed to be on display for others to see, giving them a picture of what they could 
experience if they became part of the believing community. This suggests, of course, 
that if our relationships in our homes and in the church aren’t healthy, our witness will 
suffer. If people aren’t drawn toward our fellowship (which they can see), why would 
they be drawn to our God (whom they can’t see)?

Today we are going to notice the way Jesus entered into people's lives, developing 
spiritual friendships with them. The accusation Jesus’ critics made was that He was “a 
friend of tax collectors and sinners” (Luke 7:34). This was an accusation that Jesus 
never tried to refute. Jesus wasn’t merely friendly with tax collectors and sinners; He 
became their friend as a way to influence them and draw them into a relationship with 
the Father.

No doubt this designation of Jesus as a “friend of tax collectors and sinners” came from 
incidents such as the one recorded in Luke 5:27-32. Let’s examine this passage to see 
how we might imitate Him in our day and in our city. 

Jesus’ habit of befriending “sinners” (Luke 5:27-32) Here we have a wonderful 
account of how Jesus entered into the world of Matthew.  Verses 27 and 28 describe 
how Jesus called Matthew to follow Him.  


27 After that He went out and noticed a tax collector named Levi sitting in the 
tax booth, and He said to him, "Follow Me." 28 And he left everything behind, 
and got up and began to follow Him.


Tax collectors in Jesus’ day were typically Jews who collected taxes for the Roman 
Empire. As such, they were seen as traitors by the Jews. They were not the type of 
people good Jews associated with, much less befriended; they weren’t anybody’s 5-
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star recruits. But Jesus chose Levi (Matthew) to be one of His twelve disciples. I think 
it’s fair to assume that Matthew had had previous encounters with Jesus. Verse 28 tells 
us that Matthew “left everything behind, and got up and began to follow Him.” 
Matthew literally left the tax-collecting business to become a traveling companion of 
Jesus. This is another example of radical discipleship we see in the gospels.


Apparently nobody told Levi/Matthew, "Hey, since Jesus is a religious guy you're going 
to want to compartmentalize your life so that your new religious friends are never 
around your old non-religious friends. Whatever you do, don't throw a party for your tax 
collector buddies and invite Jesus. That would be awkward for everybody involved, 
and it might just give Jesus a bad reputation." Levi didn't get that memo . . . 


29 And Levi gave a big reception for Him in his house; and there was a great 
crowd of tax collectors and other people who were reclining at the table with 
them. 30 The Pharisees and their scribes began grumbling at His disciples, 
saying, "Why do you eat and drink with the tax collectors and sinners?" 


Jesus knew what He was doing here. Then as now, "table fellowship" signifies 
relationship and acceptance. Sharing a meal with others is a significant event. When 
you enter into someone's house and eat their food, you are entering into their lives and 
their circle of friendship. Jesus understood this when He accepted Levi's invitation (just 
as when He accepted Zaccheus' invitation). Jesus was breaking down a barrier that 
the Pharisees had erected between “the righteous” and everybody else. This is a key 
element of spiritual friendships – breaking down barriers that exist between ourselves 
and those who need Christ.  


The Pharisees and their scribes “began grumbling at Jesus’ disciples” and asked them 
(not Jesus), "Why do you eat and drink with the tax collectors and sinners?" Tax 
collectors were an identifiable group; that’s a fair description. But “sinners” isn’t quite 
such a tight category. Surely the Pharisees had read Isaiah 53 that makes clear that 
we’re all sinners (“All of us like sheep have gone astray; each of us has turned to his 
own way. . .” Isaiah 53:6). Biblically the Pharisees knew that they had sinned; but for 
them the term “sinners” designated only a subset of those who had sinned - those who 
didn’t follow the Law as the Pharisees did or those who “had a reputation.” They 
probably were not thinking about sins of pride, hypocrisy, oppression, and legalism 
(their own sins). 


Jesus overheard the question posed by the Pharisees and their scribes. Notice that He 
didn't start backpedaling and saying, "This isn't what it looks like. I don't enjoy being 
with these people. . .” No, rather, Jesus cut to the heart of the issue and explained His 
presence in terms of His mission in this world:  


31 And Jesus answered and said to them, "It is not those who are well who 
need a physician, but those who are sick. 32 "I have not come to call the 
righteous but sinners to repentance."
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It's as if Jesus, for the sake of discussion, took the Pharisees' categories to make His 
point. "It's true that these people are sick. But that's exactly why I should be here – 
because I am 'the great physician.' That's largely what physicians do: spend time with 
sick people." The Pharisees considered themselves righteous, so there was really 
nothing Jesus could do for them. But the sick – Jesus had something to offer them. 
Jesus would call them to repentance (to turn from themselves and their sin and to 
God). If a person came to the realization, “I am sick/sinful” and followed Jesus in faith, 
that person would experience life and abundance. That is why Jesus enjoyed table 
fellowship with tax-collectors and sinner: He was the “great physician” who came to 
bring healing and wholeness. That’s why Jesus befriended people, so they could get to 
know Him and experience the power of his life and teaching firsthand. 


In a few minutes, we’ll talk about how we can imitate Jesus by befriending people who 
are far from God. But first I feel the need to give a word of caution. 


A Caution: Be wise in these friendships. Obviously we shouldn’t enter into sinful 
activities so we can relate to people. And we shouldn’t put ourselves in situations 
where we’re walking into the jaws of temptation. We each need to know ourselves well 
enough to know when we’re getting into relationships and/or situations that will be 
disastrous for us.  


This is true whether you’re 18 or 58. But I do think about those of you who are 
freshmen at MCC or K-State who left home for the first time about a week and a half 
ago for the first time. I understand that again this year all incoming freshmen at K-State 
were given a book to read (“The Hate U Give”). In light of today’s topic, I’ve also got a 
book recommendation: the Book of Proverbs. It’s right in the center of the Bible. It’s a 
book written from the vantage point of a father whose son is leaving home for the first 
time. One of the topics he covers is friendships. He warns his son against friendships 
with people who will lead him astray. In Proverbs 1, for example, the dad warns his son 
against teaming up with people who have schemes for ambushing people and robbing 
them. They will promise you that there’s no risk, that it’s an easy way to get wealth and 
abundance. The truth, however, is that: 


18 But they lie in wait for their own blood; 
They ambush their own lives. 
19 So are the ways of everyone who gains by violence; 
It takes away the life of its possessors.

The truth is that the trap they are setting is for themselves! They are the ones whose 
lives will be ruined. Being “a friend of sinners” should never be used as an excuse for 
participating in sinful things.

And so if you are young (in years) or young in the faith, you’ll want to be very careful 
here. Often times – whatever our age or our maturity – spiritual friendships aren’t merely 
one-on-one relationships; the type of friendships we’re talking about today can happen 
in the context of families and of groups of Christians. Many times the corporate witness 
is the most powerful. If, like Jesus, we are calling people to do an about face and begin 
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following Him, seeing how Christianity looks in community is essential. After all, 
becoming a Christian means become a child of God, which means you are entering into 
a family.  

Consider these two truths about befriending people who need Christ. 
Imitating Jesus by befriending people who need a relationship with Him . . .
. . .begins with compassion. (Matthew 9:36) This point speaks to our motivation for 
befriending people. Our motivation needs to be the same as Christ’s. Matthew 9:36 tells 
us that Jesus had deep compassion for people like those at Matthew’s dinner party.

36 Seeing the people, He felt compassion for them, because they were distressed 
and dispirited like sheep without a shepherd.

Jesus “felt compassion” for people. His heart went out to them because of their 
condition. Using rich biblical imagery, Matthew tells us that the people were “distressed 
and dispirited like sheep without a shepherd.” If there’s anything sheep need it’s a 
shepherd. Sheep can’t protect themselves or provide for themselves; and they’re not 
that smart. 

Right after college Brenda and I worked at a camp/ranch in Mississippi. There were a 
variety of random animals that wandered around the camp. One of those animals was 
also a lone, solitary sheep named Blue (because he was so sad/blue). One day a Chow 
named Bear got loose and charged at Blue. I’ll never forget Bear chasing Blue down to 
the pond and onto the pier. With no other options, Bear jumped into the pond. As you 
know, sheep aren’t great swimmers (small hooves), especially with a full coat of wool! 
Somebody had to swim out into the pond to rescue Blue. 

Blue was distressed and dispirited because he was a “sheep without a shepherd.” 
That’s what Jesus saw when he looked out over the crowds. That’s how He saw 
Matthew and his band of fellow tax-collectors and sinners. Of course Jesus Himself was 
the Good Shepherd, offering to give people rest, peace, protection, and nourishment. 
Moved to compassion, Jesus befriended tax-collectors and sinner. Ultimately He laid 
down His life for the sheep. 

If we want to imitate Christ by befriending people who are far from God, we need the 
same compassion He has for people. Think about the people you know (in your 
neighborhood/dorm, your workplace, the stores you frequent, etc.) who need the 
protection and guidance of the Good Shepherd. Notice them and their lives; ask God to 
give you compassion for them. If you are moved to compassion, you will move toward 
them relationally. This isn’t a grand strategy; it’s an honest way of relating to people you 
care about.

Befriending people who need Christ begins with compassion . . . and. . . 
Befriending people who need Christ flows from our own experience with Jesus. 
(Acts 1:6-8) Jesus made a promise to His just before ascending to the right hand of the 
Father that has staggering implications for befriending people like Jesus did.This is what 
we read in Acts 1:6–8:
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6 So when they had come together, they were asking Him, saying, “Lord, is it at this 
time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel?” 7 He said to them, “It is not for you to 
know times or epochs which the Father has fixed by His own authority; 8 but you 
will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My 
witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the 
remotest part of the earth.”

Jesus simply stated that His followers will receive the power when the Holy Spirit came 
upon them. If you are a believer, the very Spirit of Christ dwells within you. He is very 
willing to empower you. . . not so that you can leap tall buildings in a single bound, but 
so that you will be His “witness.” A witness is simply someone who give a first-hand 
account of something experienced. If you are Jesus’ witness, you give a firsthand 
account of your experience with Him. You tell others of the joy, peace, life, comfort, 
protection, nourishment, etc. you’ve experience in Him. You don’t need to make things 
up; you mainly need to explain to people your firsthand experience with Jesus. 

We do need to be able to explain the gospel simply and clearly; like many churches and 
campus ministries, we offer training periodically on how to share the gospel. But 
generally speaking, we share the gospel in the context of our friendships. Occasionally 
people believe when they hear the gospel from someone they’ve never met. But more 
often people receive Christ after they’ve seen the gospel lived out and heard the gospel 
narrated by someone who knows Christ. In other words, people believe when we bear 
witness in the power of the Holy Spirit in the context of relationships.

As many of you know, this is how I came to Christ. I grew up going to church. I knew 
lots of Bible stories and even had a few spiritual experiences growing up. But I never 
really understood what a life with Christ could be. I had never seen the gospel lived out 
in real life. My first year and a half in college was a blur - lots of partying and doing 
what everybody else was doing. When I was a sophomore in college my life was 
headed for disaster. Outwardly I was a “life-of-the-party” sort of guy; but I was lonely. I 
had zero healthy relationships. Zero. 


That’s when these three Christian guys befriended me. Stewart Jordan, Bob Bowen, 
and Joel Piper basically brought me into their circle of friendship. I started playing 
basketball with them on Friday afternoons; then I started hanging out at their 
apartments; then they invited me to a Bible study. After a few months I experienced 
something I’d never experienced before: genuine friendship. And I saw in my friends a 
type of joy and peace I’d never seen before. They talked about Jesus like He was a real 
person. Basically I fell in love with Jesus through their witness. Eventually putting my 
faith in Christ and following Him made more sense than not doing so. 


I wouldn’t have been able to put it into words at the time, but the thing that was so 
persuasive was their witness. Because they were experiencing Jesus, it was very 
natural for them to give me a firsthand account of what He was doing in their lives. The 
Holy Spirit empowered them to be His witnesses. The reason I received their witness 
was because they were friends. 
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Never underestimate the power of a simple, honest friendship with people who need 
Christ. Don’t assume that the people don’t want or need friends; you might be 
surprised how many people in your world are lonely. Don’t think you have nothing to 
offer; you might be one of the only people who can give them an insider’s view of the 
Christian faith. And remember that our relationships inside the body of Christ are the 
foundation for our influence outside the body of Christ. 


We imitate Christ by befriending people who need a relationship with God. Befriending 
people begins with compassion and flows from our experience with Jesus. I’m going to 
pray that these two things would be true of us. 


Note: If at all possible, join us on Tuesday night (7 p.m. @ Westview) for our next city-
wide prayer gathering. One of our prayer times will be focused on Acts 1:8-9; we will 
be praying that the church in Manhattan will experience the power of the Holy Spirit 
and will bear witness to what we’ve experienced with Jesus - both here in 
Manhattan and to the remotest part of the earth. By the way, we’ve listed to feedback 
and we’re modifying our format for these prayer gatherings: less music and less talking 
and more praying. We will be taking a break at 8:00 (the one-hour mark) to allow those 
who need to leave (for whatever reason) to do so. We’ll continue for 20 minutes or so 
with our last time of prayer. 

 


