
 
 
As we prepare for Christmas, we are looking at the direct personal statements of Jesus about why He 
came into the world. Today we are looking at the words recorded in Luke 5:32, I have not come to call 
the righteous but sinners to repentance. Luke records the story of Levi, who became one of the twelve 
disciples of Jesus. His is a remarkable story.  
 
We are told that He [Jesus] went out and saw a tax collector named Levi, sitting at the tax booth (Lk 
5:27). 
 
The fact that Levi was a tax collector tells us two things about this man. The first is that he was brilliant.  
One commentator writes, “A tax collector would, by virtue of his office, need to be particularly fluent in 
Greek. He would need to be literate, used to keeping records.” (R T France, Matthew, p. 33).  
 
So, we are talking about an educated man, who likely spoke three languages: Hebrew, Aramaic, and 
Greek, the common language of the day, and a skilled accountant, who kept meticulous records. This 
was a man of considerable ability. 
 
Second, Levi was part of a system that was riddled with corruption. Tax collectors in the time of Jesus 
were local people who had signed up to work for the Roman regime. They were hated, first, because 
they collaborated with the oppression of Roman rule. And second, because they were notorious for 
extortion.  
 
Whatever the tax was, the tax collectors could add a surcharge that they kept for themselves. The 
Romans turned a blind eye to this, and that was how they were able to recruit local people to become 
tax collectors. Why would anyone collaborate with the oppressor? Well, there was a great deal of 
money to be made. 
 
Levi had the power of Rome behind him. What he demanded, the people had to pay. He had chosen a 
path on which he could make a lot of money and enjoy a very comfortable life.  
 
So here was a gifted man who had become part of a corrupt and oppressive system. He was a man 
without ethics. He had no conscience about adding to the burden on his neighbor in order to make life 
better for himself. 
 
We are told that Jesus “saw” this man “sitting at the tax booth” (v27). Jesus saw him in action. What the 
tax collectors did was a breach of the 8th Commandment “You shall not steal.” And of the 9th 
Commandment, “You shall not give false witness”, and of the 10th Commandment, “you shall not covet 
what belongs to your neighbor.” 
 
What the tax collectors did was a defiance of the entire second table of the law, which Jesus said, boils 
down to this: Love your neighbor as yourself. 
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So, when Levi was sitting at the tax booth, he was actively engaged in breaking the commandments of 
God, as much as a man in the process of robbing a bank, lying in court or taking another person’s life. 
 
Now how would you have reacted if you had seen this man sitting at his tax booth, taking advantage of 
poor and vulnerable people. 
 
I think I might have rolled my eyes. I think I might have said, “this makes me feel sick.” “This man 
represents all that is wrong with the world. He manipulates the system” He doesn’t care about others as 
long as he gets what he wants.  
 
If you have compassion for the poor, you would have a sense of revulsion towards this man. But Jesus 
said to this man, “Follow me.” 
 
1. The Grace Jesus Shows.  
2. The Change Jesus Brings. 
3. The Joy Jesus Gives 
 
1. The Grace Jesus Shows 
And he said to him “follow me.” (Lk 5:27). Why would Jesus choose a man like this to be a disciple? This 
man had baggage. Wasn’t it obvious that a man like this, who was known for his collaboration and for 
his corruption, would be a liability? 
 
Luke tells us that the Pharisees “grumbled at his disciples, saying, ‘Why do you eat with tax collectors 
and sinners?’” (v30)  
 
It seems that the disciples didn’t have an answer. They were probably asking the same question! “Jesus, 
why don’t you stick with fishermen? We may not have a fancy education like Levi, but at least we are 
known to be hard working people who earn and honest living.” 
 
So why did Jesus call Levi? I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance” (Lk 5:32). 
 
The call of Levi is a marvelous sample of grace. Jesus calls the least likely, the least deserving. To Levi 
who had practiced extortion in his seedy little tax booth, Jesus said “follow me.” To the thief on the 
cross, a violent man who had hurled abuse at Jesus, He said, “Today you will be with me in paradise” (Lk 
23:43). 
 
And who would ever have imagined that Jesus would call Saul of Tarsus, who hated Christians and 
everything they stood for. 
 
He says, I was once a blasphemer, and a persecutor, and a violent man but I received mercy… Why? 
Because Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners (1 Tim 1:13, 15). 
 
That’s grace! God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the 
world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to 
bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God (1 Cor 1:27-
29). 
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If there is hope in Jesus for Levi, for the thief on the cross, for Saul of Tarsus, there is hope in Jesus for 
every person you will ever meet.   
 
2. The Change Jesus Brings 
And he said to him, “Follow me” (Lk 5:27). Now I want you to notice that this command of Jesus is 
completely open-ended. “Follow Me.” What will this mean for Levi? Jesus gives no specifics.  
 
When students are being recruited by a college, someone from the admissions department will say, 
here’s our program. And here are all the marvelous things we have on campus and here’s what we can 
offer by way of scholarship if you come.  
 
If you are being recruited for a job, someone in Human Resources will be saying to you, “Here is the 
mission and vision of our company. Here’s what we are trying to accomplish and why it matters and how 
it can make a difference in the world. And here is where you can contribute, and here is the salary and 
here are the benefits. Now, come and join our team, there is a great future for you here.”  
 
But there’s nothing like that here. No cause, no program, no goal, just two open-ended words: “Follow 
Me.” 
 
To follow Jesus is to share His life. It involves going where Jesus goes. Doing what Jesus does. Believing 
what Jesus says. Suffering what Jesus suffers and finding joy in who Jesus is.  
 
Its easy to see what following Jesus meant for these disciples during the ministry of Jesus on earth. But 
the gospels make clear that following Jesus is to be the pattern of our lives now that Jesus has ascended 
into heaven. The last words of Jesus, recorded in the gospel of John are the words Jesus spoke to Peter, 
“Follow me!” (Jn 21:22). 
 
The call of Jesus to us is the same as His call to these first disciples: “Follow Me.” We are to go where 
Jesus goes. Do what Jesus does. Believe what Jesus says. Suffer what Jesus suffers and find joy in who 
Jesus is.  
 
How did Levi respond? Luke tells us that …leaving everything, he rose and followed him (Lk 5:28). This 
was an irreversible decision. Peter and Andrew, James and John were all fishermen. When Jesus called 
them, they left their nets and followed Him. But these men had a trade to which they could return if 
things did not work out.  
 
Levi was in a different position. The Romans would not have welcomed back a man who had left his tax 
booth. This was an irreversible decision, and Levi made it. 
 
“Leaving everything, he rose and followed Him” Jesus called this man to a new and completely different 
life. The call was not to add believing in Jesus to his old way of life, it was to leave his old way of life for 
something new which he would find as he followed Jesus.  
 
When you follow Jesus, you will have a new identity 
This man had been known as a tax collector. Now he would be known as a disciple. People would 
remember what he had been but what he had been would no longer define him. He would be first and 
foremost a follower of Jesus. And his life became an example of the change Jesus brings. 
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When you follow Jesus, you will be part of a new community 
Levi had his own community. When he held a party in Jesus’ honor, he had a long invitation list and 
clearly the people he invited came. They wanted to meet this Jesus who had such an impact on their 
former colleague that he had left his lucrative career 
 
But in following Jesus this man became part of a new community. Peter and Andrew and James and 
John were fishermen. They paid taxes, and they would have despised the tax collectors as much as 
anyone else at that time. Levi came from a totally different place socially, educationally, politically, 
financially.   
 
The other disciples would never have had anything to do with Levi, but when Levi followed Jesus these 
men became his brothers. Jesus was more to them than all that made them different. 
 
When you follow Jesus, you will have a new mission  
When you follow Jesus, His mission becomes your mission. Jesus says here that He came to call sinners 
to repentance. When Levi followed Jesus that became his mission too. Jesus said that He came to do the 
will of the Father. So, the new mission of Levi’s life was to do the will of the Father. Jesus said that He 
came to bear witness to the truth.  So, to follow Jesus means to bear witness to the truth.   
 
To follow Jesus is to:  
Go where Jesus goes.  
Do what Jesus does. 
Believe what Jesus says.   
Suffer what Jesus suffers  
And find joy in who Jesus is.  
 
There’s something else here: Levi was given a new name 
Mark and Luke, refer to this man as Levi, but he is better known by another name, and most likely it was 
Jesus who gave it to him. When Jesus called Simon, he gave him the name Peter, which means a rock. 
And Levi was also given another name: Matthew which means “Gift of God.” 
 
This brings us to something very wonderful. This man, Levi, was used be God to compile the gospel that 
bears his new name: Matthew.  
 
Who better to take notes and keep records of all that Jesus began to do and to teach than Matthew who 
had recorded in meticulous detail, the taxes of an entire community? Who better to compile the first 
gospel than Matthew, who was fluent in Greek, the common language of the day?  
 
God used Matthew’s skills and talents, that had once been deployed in the pursuit of corruption to give 
us the good news of Jews Christ in the first of the four gospels. 
 
When Levi stepped out to follow Jesus, he could never have known what Jesus would do with His life. 
The only way to discover what Jesus can do with your life is to step out in faith and follow Him. We don’t 
yet know what Jesus will make of us. But you can be sure of this: It will be more than you are right now. 
What we will be has not yet been made known, but when we see Him we will be like Him.  
 
1. The Grace Jesus Shows. 
2. The Change Jesus Brings 
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3. The Joy Jesus Gives 
I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance (Luke 5:32). 
 
I wonder what comes to your mind when you hear the word ‘repentance.’ Humiliation? Beating up on 
yourself? 
 
If repentance is beating up on yourself for your failures, why would Jesus say there is joy in heaven over 
a sinner who repents (Lk 15:7)? Why would heaven rejoice over people beating up on themselves?  
 
The repentance to which Jesus calls us is something to celebrate! That’s why the first act of this 
repentant man is to hold a feast! And Levi made him a great feast in his house, and there was a large 
company of tax collectors and others reclining at table with them (Lk 5:29). 
 
Repentance is not a miserable journey of self-loathing and regret. Repentance brings joy in heaven, and 
if there is joy over repentance in heaven, there will be joy in repentance for you. 
 
Two observations about repentance  
 
Repentance happens as you follow Jesus  
Some people have the idea that you have to clean up your life, get your act together, overcome your 
baggage, before you can follow Jesus. “I’d like to follow Jesus, but there’s stuff I have to get sorted out 
in my life first.” 
 
If repentance were something you had to do before you follow Jesus, it would be a barrier that none of 
us could ever get over. How could Levi ever have changed? He was locked into a corrupt system more 
powerful by far than he was. And he was part of it. It was in him. The only way he could ever get free 
was to follow Jesus.  
 
Repentance happens in the company of Jesus. It is what happens when you follow Him.  
 
The message to Levi and to us is not “repent so that you can follow Jesus. It is “Follow Jesus and you will 
be able to repent.” 
 
Repentance deepens over time 
Some years ago, I came across a definition of repentance in the writings of J. I. Packer that I have found 
extremely helpful: 1   
“Repentance is turning from as much as you know of your sin to give as much as you know of yourself to 
as much as you know of your God.” 
 
As you follow Jesus, you will see more of your sin. As you follow Jesus you will discover more of yourself. 
As you follow Jesus you will come to know more of God. As you see more of your sin, yourself and your 
God, your repentance will deepen. As your repentance deepens, you will become more like Jesus, and as 
you become more like Jesus, your joy will increase.   
 

 
1 J. I. Packer, Keep in Step with the Spirit, 87.  



 6 

As we prepare for Christmas, we are looking at why Jesus came. Jesus said, I have not come to call the 
righteous but sinners to repentance (Lk 5:32). 
 
In those days, and today, there are three responses to Jesus:  
Some people say,  
a. I am too good to need repentance  
That was the response of the Pharisees. Luke records the story of a Pharisee who went into the temple 
to pray. God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this 
tax collector (Luke 18:11). 
 
Let’s accept for a moment that you are living a good moral life? Are you sure that you have nothing to 
repent of? Nothing at all? Does your conscience never trouble you? 
 
Are you sure that you have loved God with all your heart and that you love your neighbor as yourself?  
Are you sure that no one has ever had reason to be grieved over the way that you treated them? 
 
Stop kidding yourself! All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23). That’s why Jesus 
came into the world. He came to call sinners. 
 
And He says, “I have not come to call the righteous.” So, if you keep insisting on your own righteousness  
Jesus has nothing to offer you. 
 
a. I am too good to need repentance 
b. I am too bad to find repentance 
Its easy to get the idea that Jesus is looking for a certain kind of person with a good track record, and 
good prospects. But when Jesus saw Levi, sitting at his tax booth, He said, “Follow Me.” 
 
Jesus said, I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance (Luke 5:32). Aren’t you glad 
that Jesus did not come to call the righteous? If He had come to call the righteous, none of us would be 
called. And if none of us were called none of us would follow. And if none of us followed, none of us 
would ever be changed.  
 
Jesus says, “I have come to call sinners to repentance.’ And that means He came to call us! You can put 
your finger on that word, ‘sinners’ and say, ‘This means that Jesus calls me!’ 
 
This is what Christmas is all about: Jesus came into the world to bring grace for you. He came so that 
change would be possible for you. He came so that the joy of a new life could be yours.  
 
So, don’t say “I’m too good to need repentance,” or “I’m too bad to find repentance.” 
 
c. Faith says, “I will follow Jesus and pursue repentance”  
Change happens in the company of Jesus. So follow Him. Trust yourself to Him. And you will have the joy 
of discovering what He can do with your life. 
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