
 

“I Didn’t Come to Call the Righteous, But Sinners” 
(Matthew 9:9-13) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Why is the world in the state it’s in?  Why is our nation so full of gross and immoral practices.  
The reason is it has lost its conviction of the realities of another world.  There was a time, even in our country’s 
past, that a majority of people believed in the God of Scripture, not just in a higher power, but in the holy God of 
the Bible.  They believed in the judgment of all men, and a life beyond the grave, and they trembled.  But that 
time is long since past.  In their eyes, the God of Scripture is dead.  The fires of hell were put out a long time 
ago.  They are no longer afraid.  They no longer think about future judgment.  The voice of conscience still 
speaks, but its voice is so low now that it can barely be heard.  Science has taught them too much to take these 
things seriously.  Life is to short to waste time worrying about something that is probably not true.  And even if 
it is, they’re really not that bad after all.  If there is a god, he will surely accept them.  Their good works will 
outweigh their bad on the day of judgment, and God will receive them into heaven.  But this is nothing more 
than a lie.  It is self-deception.  As Paul said in Romans 1, they are using every argument they possibly can to 
tear down the knowledge of God and suppress His truth, to put God out of their minds and convince themselves 
that all is well, so that they can live with themselves and continue living the way they want to live.  They love 
their sin far too much to give it up.  But this is nothing new in the history of the world.  The religious leaders in 
Jesus’ day were doing the same things.  These leaders were called the Pharisees.  They were a group of men who 
studied the Law of God and were teachers of it.  The problem is they missed what the Law was given to teach 
them.  They thought it was given to them so they could earn their own righteousness.  But its real purpose was to 
drive them to Christ, by showing them their sins.  And so they worked hard to live up to its outward 
requirements, but missed its most important lessons, those which dealt with the heart.  The result was the same 
as it is with so many today.  They saw themselves as righteous, and so didn’t need any help from God.   
  Christ is telling us this morning that we need to beware of this kind of attitude.  This is a problem which 
is not only spread throughout our culture, it is also in the church.  Whenever we begin to think that we can live a 
righteous enough life apart from Jesus, we are standing on very dangerous ground.  The Lord’s Supper, which 
we will be celebrating next Lord’s Day, warns us against this very thing.  It tells us that if we could be good 
enough to please God on our own, Christ wouldn’t have had to die.  And what our passage teaches us this 
morning, is that 
 
  Unless you see your sick and sinful condition, unless you see that you can’t be good enough to go to 
heaven on your own, you will never see your need of Christ.   
 
I.  First, Christ tells us that He did not come to call the righteous to repentance.   

A.  As a matter of fact, He even begins with an object lesson.   
1.  After Jesus healed the paralytic, Matthew tells us, He came upon a man “called Matthew, sitting in the 

tax office; and He said to him, ‘Follow Me!’  And he rose and followed Him” (v. 9).   
a.  Matthew, the writer of this Gospel, would have had first hand acquaintance with this event, since 

he was the one whom Jesus here called.   
b.  Now Matthew was a Jew.  But he was a Jew hated by the Jews, for he was a tax collector, someone 

who worked with the Roman government in overtaxing the people.  And what a great witness to 
the power and mercy of the Lord Jesus Christ in calling a man so despised by the Jews to be one 
of His disciples.   

 
2.  Now notice what happened here.   

a.  As soon as Jesus called him, he immediately submitted to Him and followed Him.   
b.  I have said before how important it is that when we know what Jesus wants us to do, to do it 

immediately.  Some people wait their whole lives for just the right time to get involved in the 
Lord’s work.  They wait until they have had just the right amount of preparation.  But the Lord 
wants us to follow Him right now.  He doesn’t want us to wait, for if we do, all of our 
opportunities to serve Him will pass us by.   

c.  But notice something else.  What we have witnessed here is Matthew’s conversion.  Jesus called 
him, not only outwardly by his words, but also inwardly by His Spirit, and Matthew immediately 
responded.  This is the evidence that a man is born again:  he listens to the voice of God and 
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obeys.  It isn’t until the Spirit quickens a man to life that he will even want to obey.  Now 
Matthew might have been awakened.  His conscience might have been prepared by the Spirit, as 
he had been hearing things about what this Jesus was doing.  But it wasn’t until Jesus called him 
that he became alive and began to follow Him.   

d.  The same thing is true with us.  If we are not awakened by the Lord, we will have no interest in 
Him at all.  If we are awakened by the Spirit, we will be interested, at least enough to begin to 
search for the Lord that we might be delivered from His wrath.  But it is only when we are 
quickened to life by the Spirit that we will have a real desire to do what He commands us to do.   

e.  Where are you in this list this morning?  Are you asleep to the things of the Lord?  Then may the 
Lord wake you up with the thunder of His Law.  Are you awake, but outside of Christ?  Then you 
need to run to Christ for safety from the day of His wrath.  Are you alive to the things of the Lord?  
Then you need to ask God to give you even stronger desires to serve Him, for among those who 
make a claim to loving Jesus, there are very few who ever raise their hand to the plow and do His 
work.   

 
B.  Well Matthew did put his hand to the plow, and did it right away.  The first thing he did was to make a 

feast for Jesus, and he also invited some of his old friends and acquaintances, probably to say good-bye to 
them and to his old way of life and at the same time to introduce them to Jesus (v. 10).  But Jesus also had 
a purpose in coming to this feast.  It was not only to minister to the lost who were there, but it was also to 
teach the Pharisees a lesson about forgiveness.   
1.  Notice their reaction in verse 11, “And when the Pharisees saw this, they said to His disciples, ‘Why is 

your Teacher eating with the tax-gatherers and sinners?’”   
a.  Now as you know, the Pharisees, for the most part, did not believe in Christ.  They were, in fact, 

doing everything they could to try and discredit Him.  They constantly questioned Him and His 
disciples, looking for opportunities to criticize Him.   

b.  The real reason for this hatred, of course, was that Christ’s words indicted them.  They convicted 
them and showed them what they really were, hypocrites.   

c.  Men who are full of darkness and sin hate the light of God’s truth.  It is not welcome to them 
because they have no taste for it, no relish for its beauty.  All it does is expose their wickedness, 
and so they hate it.   

d.  Christ’s words are a pure and holy light which penetrate to the depths of a man’s heart.  It is able to 
expose hypocrisy and reveal a man’s true character, both to that person and to others.  Those who 
are of the darkness avoid it.  But those who are of the light come to it to show the work of God 
which is in their hearts (John 3:20-21).   

 
2.  And this is in fact the reason why Jesus gives them this simple illustration in answer to their criticisms 

as to why He eats with tax-gatherers and sinners:  to expose their hypocrisy.   
a.  He said, “It is not those who are healthy who need a physician, but those who are sick.”   
b.  What Jesus is saying to them is, “You are asking Me why I am eating with these sinners?  I will 

tell you.  Does the physician go to those who are sick, or to those who are well?   He goes to the 
sick, of course, not only to those who realize they are sick, but to those who desire to get well.  
Those who are well, or even think they are well, will not call for the doctor, because they won’t 
see their need for him.  I am with these because they know they are sick, and desire to become 
well.”   

c.  The implication here is that the Pharisees did not see their spiritual sickness, and so did not see 
their need of the spiritual Physician.  Christ’s message was not for them.  They thought that they 
were righteous.  And they were not willing to entertain the thought that they might be wrong.   

d.  But the Bible tells us, in fact, they were wrong.  There are none who are righteous, not even one 
(Rom. 3:10).  Everyone needs Christ.   
(i)  It is a sad thing when someone has a great spiritual need but is blind to that need.  It is like a 

man who is dying of a deadly disease, but who denies that he is in any danger.  But to be 
blinded to spiritual sickness is far worse, because the consequences of that disease is far worse.   

(ii)  But it is even worse when that blindness comes from God’s judgment.  That of the Pharisees 
was in fact a judicial blindness which the Lord brought upon them because of their hardness of 
heart.  The Lord said to Isaiah the prophet, “Go, and tell this people: 'Keep on listening, but do 
not perceive; keep on looking, but do not understand.'  Render the hearts of this people 
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insensitive, their ears dull, and their eyes dim, lest they see with their eyes, hear with their ears, 
understand with their hearts, and return and be healed” (Isa. 6:9-10).  Jesus said, that in the 
case of the Pharisees, this prophecy was being fulfilled (Matt. 13:14-15).   

(iii)  When a man continually closes his ears and hardens his heart against the truth of God, God 
sends a greater blindness and darkness upon them.   

(iv)  This is a very dangerous state for a man to be in.  It is worse than any life threatening disease, 
because it threatens the soul with much more serious consequences, eternal damnation.   

(v)  If this is your condition this morning, you must beware.  For unless God opens your eyes and 
gives you a real concern for your eternal welfare, you shall surely perish.  This is true whether 
you are inside or outside the church.  Who were these men that Christ was speaking to, but the 
teachers and religious leaders of the church?  There are unconverted people within the walls of 
the church, as well as without.  If this is your condition, you must ask the Lord to change your 
heart and to enable you to come to Christ.  For there is life only in Him and in no one else.   

(vi)  But even for those of you who are true believers, there is still the danger of spiritual 
insensitivity.  Remember that God is faithful to discipline His people.  Sometimes God He 
does it by way of outward circumstances.  Nothing seems to work out right.  At other times it 
may be by way of physical problems.  Perhaps He sends a sickness or a long term illness or a 
terminal disease.  But the most serious discipline that He uses is that of hardness of heart.  
Isaiah writes, “Why, O LORD, dost Thou cause us to stray from Thy ways, and harden our 
heart from fearing Thee?  Return for the sake of Thy servants, the tribes of Thy heritage” (Isa. 
63:17).  God can and does harden the hearts of His people, when they harden their hearts 
against Him.   

(vii)  How can you know that this is happening to you?  You may know that you are under this 
kind of discipline when your fear of the Lord dwindles, when you are no longer afraid of Him.  
You are under this discipline when you become insensitive to His commands, when you don’t 
take Him or His Word seriously.  You may know when holiness, or Christ-likeness, is no 
longer your primary goal in life, when you are happy with your present condition and level of 
sanctification, when you are no longer hungering and thirsting after righteousness.   

(viii)  If these things describe your condition, then you are under this hardening.  And if this is 
your condition, you need to repent.  Precious time is being lost, time which can never be 
regained.  Precious rewards of grace are slipping through your hands.  The precious grounds of 
a true and holy assurance are being lost to you.  Throw yourself upon Christ.  Throw away 
your self-complacency, throw away the idea that you have arrived.  Ask Christ to open your 
eyes again to the truth, to His will.  And then begin to seek it with all of your might!   

(ix)  The Pharisees were deceived into thinking that they had arrived, but they were far from the 
truth.  Thinking that they were on the narrow road to life, they were actually on the broad road 
to destruction.  Don’t let their blindness become yours.  Humble yourself under the mighty 
hand of God, and He will exalt you at the proper time.   

 
II.  Christ said that He did not come to call the righteous, those who thought that they could make it to 

heaven on their own, He came to call sinners, those whose eyes were open, those who knew that they 
needed the Savior, to repentance.   
A. Jesus said , “It is not those who are healthy who need a physician, but those who are sick.”   

1.  The healthy don’t seek for a doctor, the sick do.   
2.  They look for someone who will relieve their suffering and cure their disease.   

 
B.  In the same way, those who see that they are sinners, who see their poverty and shame in the eyes of God, 

who know that there is nothing they can do to save themselves, will see their need for Christ.   
1.  All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.  All stand in need of Christ.  But only those who see 

that they do will come to Him to be healed.   
a.  This, as we’ve already seen, is the purpose of the Law.  It shows us how far short we actually fall 

of the glory of God, and how much we need Christ.   
b.  It isn’t until we realize this that we are in any position to receive God’s gospel.  As long as we 

think we are okay, as long as we entertain thoughts of acceptance with God on the basis of our 
own works, we are on the very broad road of destruction.   

c.  But when our eyes are opened to our spiritual bankruptcy, when we see ourselves stripped of all of 
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our own righteousness, when we realize that we are naked and filthy in the sight of God, when we 
realize we are sick, then there is hope for us.  Then we will see our need for a Savior.  Then we 
will seek the Great Physician of souls.   

d.  How do you view yourself before God this morning?  Do you see your poverty and nakedness in 
His sight?  Do you see your sickness and feel the need of His care?  If so, have you embraced 
Him, and do you continue to embrace Him every day of your life in faith and repentance?  If not, 
then lay hold of Him now.  Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you shall be saved.  But if so, 
then bless the Lord for He has visited you with salvation.  He has given to you a spiritual treasure 
beyond compare.  He has opened your poor blind eyes to the beauty of Christ, and given you the 
strength to lay hold of the One who is life itself.  The Lord would say to you this morning, don’t 
for a moment ever loose that sense of reliance upon Him.  Keep your eyes fixed on Him and 
continue to seek Him, until you are transformed into His same image.  Keep reaching toward 
heaven.  Don’t ever think that you have arrived, until you actually set your feet within the gates of 
that heavenly city.  “Pursue peace with all men, and the sanctification without which no one will 
see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14).   

e.  But on the other hand do you think you are well without Christ?  Do you think you are good 
enough to get to heaven on your own?  Have you still not repented of your sins and embraced the 
Lord, because you think you can make it without Him?  Then may the Lord open your eyes.  May 
He open your eyes to your fatal illness, while there is still hope.  May He take away from you all 
of the things you rely on besides Him, and show you that there is no other way.  May He grant you 
mercy, while the time of His mercy is still here.   

 
2.  But there is yet one more important lesson for us to learn here this morning.   

a  Jesus told the Pharisees to go and learn what this means, “I desire compassion, and not sacrifice” 
(v. 13).   

b.  They were so apt to condemn those who didn’t live up to their standards, when they should have 
been seeking their justification.  They were trying to push those around them down, when they 
should have been trying to lift them up.  They were building a wall around themselves to keep 
others out, when they should have been seeking ways to draw them near.  Jesus said to them, You 
know how to make sacrifices well enough, that is, you can go through the outward motions of 
religion, but where is your compassion?  I gave you this authority that you might become servants 
to your brethren, but instead you have exploited it to set yourselves apart.   

c.  How often do we find within ourselves the heart of the Pharisee, rather than the heart of Christ?  
We have the veneer of Christianity, rather than its reality.  The Lord is not interested in our 
religiosity.  He wants true religion in our hearts.  Remember what Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 13, 
“If I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but do not have love, I have become a noisy 
gong or a clanging cymbal.  And if I have the gift of prophecy, and know all mysteries and all 
knowledge; and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.  
And if I give all my possessions to feed the poor, and if I deliver my body to be burned, but do not 
have love, it profits me nothing” (vv. 1-3).  We might make great sacrifices to God, but if our 
hearts are not moved with compassion, it is worthless in His eyes.   

d.  Brethren, the Lord wants us to love.  He wants us to love others as we love ourselves.  If we were 
really to practice this, how different would our lives be?  How much more powerful testimony 
would there be to the reality of Christ?  Jesus said that others would know that we are His 
disciples not by the motions of our bodies, but by the motions of our hearts.  You can tell when a 
person’s heart is in what they are doing and when it is not.   

e.  Spiritual pride can be our undoing, even as it was the Pharisees.  They gave the Lord the outward 
shell of obedience, but they missed the inward part, the exercise of compassion and mercy, the 
fruits of Christian love.   

f.  God desires compassion, and not a sacrifice.  He wants you to love others, and not just say and act 
like you do.  But it isn’t until you see yourself as a sinner who falls infinitely short of the mark, it 
isn’t until you are humbled by your own sin and sense your own need of Christ, that you will be 
able to show mercy on those who may seem a little or a great deal beneath you.   

g.  May God grant to us compassion and mercy in our hearts to love one another and to build one 
another up into the fullness of Christ, and not to bite and devour one another until we destroy each 
other.  And may He also give us the grace to reach those outside these walls with that same love, 
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that we might bring them to the Physician of souls.   
h.  May God grant to us His grace that we might learn these valuable lessons.  And may He cause us 

to search our hearts this week, as we prepare to come to His table next Lord’s Day morning.  
Amen.   


