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Friend of Sinners 

 
Bottom Line: We must develop close friendships with both likeminded believers and 

those who are far from God if we are to be like Jesus.  
 
Who were your closest friends growing up? How would you describe your relationship 
with them? How do your friendships today differ from your childhood friendships? 
 
Between childhood and adulthood, we go through a lengthy maturation process (or at least 
some of us do). Part of that process includes being more discerning about our relationships with 
people. We hear wise statements like “bad company corrupts good character” (1 Corinthians 
15:33) and “you are who you hang out with” and we take them to heart, allowing them to 
influence who we associate with. This is a good and right thing to do. We need to be mindful of 
who we spend our time with. 
 
Read Psalm 1:1 and compare with Proverbs 12:26. What lessons do we learn about 
friendships from these verses? Think back on your life: how formative and influential 
have your friendships been on you? In what way?  
 
Yes, we must be wise about who we spend our time with, but could it be that we’ve taken these 
sentiments too far? Are we too overprotective of our relationships to the point where we miss 
out on gospel opportunities? If we’re honest, probably most of us would say yes. Developing 
friendships with likeminded people is easy and beneficial on our part, building us up. But 
building meaningful friendships with those who disagree with us on something as fundamental 
to our identity as our faith is hard and it requires a lot from us. But nevertheless, if we are to 
share the heart of God, then some aspect of our lives has to be devoted to those who are far 
from God.  
 
Read Matthew 9:9-13. What does Jesus say was the reason why He was eating with tax 
collectors and sinners? (“Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are 
sick.”) What was Jesus bringing to these “sick” people to make them well? How does this 
passage inform our intentions for befriending lost people?  
 
So we know that we should be building relationships with those who are far from God, 
but how do we do this in a way that doesn’t compromise our faith? How do we navigate 
the tension between protecting ourselves from bad influence, but also, like Jesus, being 
a friend of sinners?  
 
There are several important answers to this question: we must maintain regular communion with 
God through prayer and Bible study, we must regularly gather with believers to be encouraged, 
and we must never compromise on our beliefs or morals. Jesus did all of these things to ensure 
that He wouldn’t be negatively influenced by others. But there was also one other principle that 
Jesus followed in His dealing with sinners that would prove very helpful for us to understand.  
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Notice that Jesus tells the Pharisees who are questioning His association with tax collectors and 
sinners that he didn’t come to heal the already healthy, but the sick. In other words, Jesus did 
not spend His time trying to minister to people who assumed they had no need of forgiveness, 
He spent His time where it mattered most, with those who were open to and aware of the fact 
that they were sinners in need of forgiveness. This is a great litmus test to help us prioritize our 
relationships with lost people. We should spend the majority of our time investing in people who 
are actually receptive to the Gospel (Matthew 10:5-15 helps illustrate this principle). 
 
What danger is there in spending all of our time with people who are not receptive to the 
Gospel?  
 
How does prioritizing our time with those who are receptive to the Gospel help to keep 
us faithful?  
  
As Christians, we shouldn’t be self-centered in our relationships, seeking to get what we can 
from associating with others; rather, we should be more intentional on our part, recognizing that 
our friendships can and should serve a gospel-centered purpose. Like Jesus, we should always 
have the goal of growing deeper in the Gospel be our motivation for our relationships.  
 
What do gospel-centered relationships with fellow believers look like?  
 
What can you do to be more intentional in making your relationships with believers 
gospel-centered? 
 
What do gospel-centered relationships with unbelievers look like?  
 
What can you do to be more intentional in making your relationships with unbelievers 
gospel-centered? 
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The Barrier of Reputation 

 
Bottom Line: To be faithful to the example of Jesus in befriending sinners, we must be 
okay with being marginalized, aiming to love rather than to be liked, putting the truth of 

the Gospel at the center of each of these relationships.  
 
Who are the social outcasts of our day? How do you think Jesus would have related to 
them?  
 
Jesus befriended tax collectors and sinners. “Sinners” more likely refers to anybody who wasn’t 
Jewish or worshiped God. In our day, this would just be non-Christians, which doesn’t really 
seem all that bad. But befriending tax collectors was a different story. Tax collectors were 
considered traitors as they worked for the oppressive Roman government that was absolutely 
brutal in their treatment of the Jews. They robbed their own kinsman by requiring them to pay 
more taxes than they owed so that they could pocket the extra for themselves. By all standards, 
tax collectors were despised by everyone and had horrible reputations. There really isn’t a direct 
equivalent to this kind of person today (or in America, at least), but suffice it to say that tax 
collectors were considered the lowest of the low. Perhaps akin to abortion providers or human 
traffickers today. Yet these were the very people that Jesus befriended and invited to follow Him 
and be His disciples.  
 
How might someone’s status as a “sinner” keep us from befriending them? Would you 
be worried about what people might think?  
 
Last week, we tried to understand how to properly balance being a friend of sinners with 
protecting ourselves from bad influences. However, if we are honest, it’s probably not usually 
the fear of being badly influenced that prevents us from befriending people like prostitutes, 
addicts, or the poor. It’s the fear of a damaged reputation that keeps us from following this 
command. But if we are to be like Jesus and follow His example, then we need to set aside our 
desire to be thought well of by others and reach out to those who are on the fringes of society. 
To do that we should prepare ourselves in at least three ways: 
 
1. We have to be okay with being marginal. What this means is that we have to be okay with 

not only associating with those who are in the “margins”—the poor, the destitute, the 
diseased—but also be willing to be considered marginal ourselves. This is exactly what 
Jesus did. Philippians 2 tells us that Jesus, who was equal with God, didn’t allow His status 
as God prevent Him from completely emptying Himself and becoming like a slave. He didn’t 
Lord His authority over humanity from His lofty position in heaven, He left all that behind and 
entered into the same struggles as those He loved and came to save, right along side us.  

 
What exactly is it that we fear we may lose if we begin to associate with the “wrong kind 
of people?”  
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Jesus was considered to be a “drunkard and a glutton” (Matthew 11:19). What does this 
tell us about how deep our relationships with sinners should be?  
 
Read Philippians 2:5-11. How do we know that potentially sacrificing our reputation is 
worth it? (Just as Jesus received honor for His sacrifice [“Therefore, God has highly exalted 
Him…”], so will we) 
 
2. Because we may be lumped in with the marginal, we must aim to love, not to be liked. 

Paul says that the aim of our message is love, not popularity (1 Timothy 1:5). Already, if we 
are followers of Christ, we invite upon ourselves a degree of animosity from the world. “If 
they have called the master of the house Beelzebul, how much more will they malign those 
of his household” (Matthew 10:25). But if we begin to devote our time and attention to the 
outcasts and the rejects, then we should expect this animosity to be dialed up a notch, and 
we must prepare our hearts for this.  

 
How can our desire to be liked prevent us from truly loving sinners? How has Jesus 
freed us from the need to be liked by others? (We have been accepted by God, who has the 
only opinion that ultimately matters: Romans 15:7; Colossians 1:21-22; 1 Corinthians 10:33) 
How does this freedom give us the ability to love sinners?  
 
If our goal is to love sinners rather than to be liked by them or by others, what does this 
lead us to do/not do in our interactions with unbelievers and outcasts?  
 
3. Because our aim is to love, we must be devoted to the truth so that we can lovingly 

share the truth. Understand that there was no passivity on Jesus’ part in His relationships 
with unbelievers. He was intentional about every meal and every moment he shared with the 
tax collectors and the sinners. Jesus was not merely trying to anger the Pharisees and defy 
cultural and religious expectations, He was actively pursuing the repentance and 
discipleship of sinners.  

 
The point is that Jesus’ intention was to share the truth of the Kingdom with those who were 
furthest from the Kingdom. Not merely just to hang out, be friendly, and have a good time.  

 
What does the popular phrase “in the world, but not of the world” mean?  
 
Read carefully, and slowly if you need to, John 17:14-19. What does Jesus pray for His 
disciples to help them be “in the world” but not “of the world?” (“Sanctify them in the truth; 
Your word is truth” v. 17).  
 
How is knowledge of the Word beneficial in befriending sinners? How is lack of 
knowledge of the Word dangerous?  
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Are there any people in your life that you are avoiding building a relationship with 
because you are afraid it will hurt your reputation? How important is that person’s soul 
compared to your reputation? What will you do to initiate a relationship with them?  
 
Are there any “outsiders” you currently have relationships with in which you are more 
concerned with being liked by them rather than loving them? What steps can you take to 
shift your motivation from a desire of acceptance to one of love?  
 
In your relationships with unbelievers and sinners, how central is the Gospel and the 
things of God in those relationships? Do these people even know that you are a 
Christian? Will you commit to being more open about your faith and the Gospel with 
these people?  
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The Barrier of Consequence 

 
Bottom Line: We engage unbelievers with both the depravity of their sin and the freedom 

of the Gospel, calling them to repent, and being willing to support them through 
whatever consequences their repentance may bring. 

 
How has this series, Friend of Sinners, affected the way you consider your relationships 
with those who are far from God? How has it affected the way you consider Jesus’ 
relationship with you?  
 
This has been an eye-opening study so far that has caused us to search our hearts deeply. 
Hopefully, you will walk away from this study understanding more about yourself, the heart of 
God, and your responsibility to befriend those who are far from Him. Even though we have 
spent considerable time unpacking what it means to be a friend of sinners, there are still a few 
lessons we can learn from Jesus’ example that will help us to be more effective in building 
relationships with outsiders.  
 
Read the account of the woman caught in adultery in John 8:1-11. 
 
What excuses did Jesus make for the woman’s sins? (Hint: the answer is NONE!) 
 
It is important to understand that the liberating work of Jesus in the ubeliever’s life does not 
mean the excusing of sin, but instead the covering of it by His blood. By defending her from the 
harassment of the Pharisees, Jesus did not justify or condone the adultery of the woman, 
instead, He told her to “go and sin no more.” Jesus was a friend of sinners, but no friend of sin. 
Jesus’ invitation to follow Him is an invitation to live from this point on in devotion to Him. We 
should have the same attitude and intention in our relationships with sinners. We call people 
away from sin and toward Jesus, calling their sin for what it is, and presenting Christ as better 
than their sin. We do this with love and gentleness, but also seriousness and boldness.  
 
How can leniency with other’s sin distort their understanding of the Gospel? How can 
harshness with other’s sin distort their understanding of the Gospel? In light of this, 
what kind of wisdom is involved in confronting unbelievers with the Gospel? How do we 
balance being relational with being missional in our relationships with unbelievers? 
 
What are ways that we can “defend” sinners in a manner similar to the way Jesus 
defended the adulterous woman?  
 
Read the account of the calling of Levi (who is also called Matthew) in Luke 5:27-32. 
 
What all did Levi have to give up for the sake of following Jesus? How significantly do 
you think these sacrifices affected Levi’s everyday life? 
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For some people, following Jesus will require sacrifices beyond anything we have had to give 
up. For some unbelievers, repentance may mean giving up family ties, leaving them alone and 
unsupported. For others, repentance may mean giving up a certain career or putting a stop to 
money acquired through immoral activities. Repentance for some may even include confession 
of certain sins that involve legal consequences. Some instances are more severe than others, 
but if we are to befriend sinners and call them to repentance, we must recognize the potential 
sacrifice that many unbelievers may have to make in order to follow Christ. This should lead us 
to have patience and empathy for them.  
 
How can we encourage and support the repentance of unbelievers, even in the face of 
drastic consequences?  
 
Have you had to make any significant sacrifices for the cause of following Christ? How 
does this help you sympathize with others who may be in the same or worse positions? 
 
Who did Levi invite to the banquet to meet with Jesus?  
 
Levi had a life-changing encounter with Jesus that caused him to repent of his sins, leave his 
profession, and follow Christ as His disciple. Naturally, as is the case with most believers who 
are saved in such a dramatic way, Levi wanted to tell others about Jesus, so he threw a 
banquet, or a party, at his house. Levi invited all of his friends, which just so happened to be 
other tax collectors and sinners. Levi had common ground with these people, and he used this 
to reach out to those who were still caught in the same sin that Jesus had freed him from.  
 
Consider who you were before you came to Jesus. What community of people do you 
have an “inroad” with that you could use to minister to them? How has your past 
provided you a testimony? What would you tell somebody who is going through what 
you’ve gone through about Jesus?  
 
Do you see relationships with outsiders more as dangers or opportunities? 
 
If dangers, what spiritual growth do you need to experience in order to alleviate your 
fears? Do you need to grow in holiness so that you won’t be tempted to sin? Do you 
need to grow in knowledge of the Word so that you can have a more firm foundation to 
stand on? Do you need to grow in assurance of salvation and the wonders of heaven so 
that fear won’t control you?  
 
If opportunities, who can you approach to begin a relationship with? Do you believe this 
person will be receptive to what you have to say? How will you make the Gospel central 
to that relationship? Who can you partner with to help you as you engage unbelievers 
and outcasts?  

 
Let’s close with the following quote from David Mathis: 
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“Christian holiness is not the avoidance of darkness at all costs. It includes going 
into the darkness, letting our Light shine without compromise, and bringing 
people back from the darkness by the power of God. 
 
Jesus’s true followers are not only crucified to the world, but also raised to new 
life and sent back in to free others. Let’s die to every sinful desire in us for bad 
company, and yield to the holy impulse to befriend some of the world’s worst for 
Jesus’s sake.” 

 
 

 
Announcements: 

 
Constitution revisions are available for you to pick up at Connections. If you are a covenant 
member of FBCnl, please carefully read through the Constitution and if you should have any 
questions, you can submit them in one of the following ways: 
 

1) Wirte your questions on the provided cards in the lobby and drop those cards off in the 
box. 

2) Go to fbcnl.com/questions and submit your question 
 
Be sure to include your name, as no question submitted without a name will be addressed. 
 
On Sunday, February 11, following the evening Prayer Gathering, the Constitution team will be 
addressing questions that have been turned in. And on Sunday, March 4, at the quarterly 
Members’ Meeting, members will vote to adopt the Constitution. 
 
 


