
Answering the Pharisees, part 1 (Luke 5:27-39)

Sunday school October 9, 2016

I want to call your attention to READ Luke 5:27-32. Last time the scribes and Pharisees
made their first appearance in Luke when Jesus healed the man sick of the palsy. I mentioned
last time that the name “Pharisee” means “separated one,” and there were about 6000 of
them throughout the promised land. They were teachers in the synagogues, and they were
viewed by the people and themselves as guardians of the law and its proper observance.
They also considered their own interpretations, traditions, and regulations to be equal to
that of scripture. That’s the main doctrinal error they made. As I was walking out last
Sunday, brother Jack mentioned that they were also known for being hypocrites: professing
and teaching strict obedience to the law and looking like they are doing so on the outside, but
breaking it openly with their conduct and then coming up with traditions and interpretations
to “legalize” their actions. That’s certainly true also. It didn’t really come out in the text
we studied last time, but it will in the near future.

The passage we just read and really all the way down through chapter 6 verse 11 contain
sayings of Jesus that are directed at the Pharisees. They are mentioned in verses 30 and
31 (Jesus is answering the Pharisees), in verse 33 (“they”=Pharisees), in 6:2 and 3 (Jesus
answers another question from the Pharisees), and again in verse 7. We won’t get that far
today, but all of these next few verses are directed toward the Pharisees. They are continuing
attempts by Jesus to get them to believe who He is. There is some instruction for us as well,
but the direct audience was the Pharisees.

Transition: So let me hand out outlines. The block of text we read at the open is...

I. The Call of Levi This is the only mention of Levi in Luke. Elsewhere Levi is known as
Matthew, his apostolic name. It tells us here that Levi was a publican, or a tax collector.
To remind you of some historical background I gave you a few weeks ago, the publicans
are people who worked for the Roman government, and so they were not liked by the Jews
because the Jews were being oppressed by the Romans at this point in history. When the
Caesar declared that all the empire should be taxed and therefore someone from the Roman
government came knocking on your door to collect the tax, it wasn’t Tiberius Caesar who
came knocking on your door; it was one of these guys, a publican. Each publican had an
amount of money they had to turn in to the government that represented the taxes for their
area, but the usual practice was to take a little more than that amount from the people that
they would keep for themselves, and therefore supplement their own salary. So if the tax
was $3, the publican would tell them it was $5 and keep the extra $2 for himself. If the
Romans got their $3, they really didn’t care if their tax collectors did that: the Romans were
really only interested in money and power. They didn’t care if some of their people were
getting robbed by their tax collectors as long as they got their taxes. Tax collectors were
also thought of as government informants, so the Jews really did not want to have anything
to do with the publicans.
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Transition: With that background, there are a few things I want you to notice about him
and how Jesus used this situation. First,...

IA. He Forsook All READ v. 27-28 As a tax collector, Levi would have had at least
some money and influence. If he was an honest tax collector like John the Baptist had
encouraged back in Luke 3:12, 13, and nothing here indicates he wasn’t, he probably wasn’t
wealthy, but he was economically better off than average. So he had something to give up
when he forsook all to follow Jesus. Just like Peter, James, and John gave up a successful
commerical fishing operation to follow Jesus, Levi had to give up a successful career as a tax
collector. Likewise, in order to follow Jesus, we need to forsake all. That doesn’t mean quit
your job, give away all your money, and retire to a monastary. Some people have extreme
and misguided ideas of what it means to forsake all. It means that the only thing that really
matters to me is following Jesus, learning to see things the way He sees them, love what He
loves, and hate what He hates. That’s what it means to forsake all and follow Him. The
promise we have if we do that is the last reference I gave you, Matthew 6:31-33: “Therefore
take no thought, saying, What shall we eat? or, What shall we drink? or, Wherewithal shall
we be clothed? 32 (For after all these things do the Gentiles seek:) for your heavenly Father
knoweth that ye have need of all these things. 33 But seek ye first the kingdom of God,
and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you.” He’s saying, if you put
following Him first, if you forsake all to follow Him, He will take care of these other things.
The important thing is to follow Him above all else; that’s forsaking all to follow Him.

Transition: Next point.

IB. His Great Feast (Public Declaration) READ v. 29 Levi must have had some
money or else he could not have hosted Jesus at a great feast; it would have been more like
barley loaves and sardines. What I want you to notice is that Levi follows Jesus openly
and publicly. He doesn’t come to Him secretly by night like Nicodemus does. This leads
to a feast where Jesus, the Son of Man and Son of God, has dinner with a social lowlife
hated-by-the-Jews tax collector. One of the problems I see in our country today is that the
ruling class never interacts with ordinary folks, especially in the northeast, the Boston-New
York-Washington corridor. They have elite social clubs. They send their kids to elite private
schools. They don’t go to church unless the cameras are on and they are running for election.
They live in gated communities with armed guards. That’s not the way a democratic society
or the body of Christ is supposed to function, and it’s not that way here at Fellowship
Baptist Church. We have people from a lot of backgrounds and walks of life here. We have
professors. We have retired professors. We have teachers and retired teachers. We have
businessmen. We have managers. We have food service workers. We have Wal-Mart check-
out folks. We have lawn care people. It doesn’t matter where you are from or what you
do for a living. All that matters is that you believe in Jesus and you want to follow Him.
That’s the way the body of Christ is supposed to be. That’s the way it is with God (He is
not a respecter of persons), and that’s the way it is with Jesus here. He doesn’t care that
Levi is a tax collector; He only cares that Levi wants to follow Him.
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Transition: It was that way with God and Jesus, but it wasn’t that way with the Pharisees,
and that leads to....

IC. Saving Sinners READ v. 30-32 I mentioned before the name Pharisee means
“separated one.” They had the ritual purity required under the law, but in many cases
not the purity of heart. The publicans and sinners they reference in verse 30 did not have
the ritual purity, and realistically if we lived back then neither would we because we are
Gentiles. So when Jesus says, “I came not to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance,”
He’s saying these people, the publicans and sinners, are the people I came to save. You don’t
think much of them, but I do. The fact is that even those who were ritually pure were not
righteous before God. The Pharisees looked like they were on the outside but were not on
the inside. The Old Testament makes this clear in many places, one of which is Psalms 14:3,
which says, “They are all gone aside, they are all together become filthy: there is none that
doeth good, no, not one.” Being students of the Old Testament, the Pharisees surely would
have known that verse, but they did not apply it. One last verse on this topic, I Tim. 1:15:
“This is a faithful saying, and worthy of all acceptation, that Christ Jesus came into the
world to save sinners; of whom I am chief.” Salvation is by faith, but before most people are
willing to trust in Him, we first have to realize that we are sinners, and therefore we can’t
make it on our own goodness. By God’s mercy, He sent Jesus to save sinners, just like Levi,
just like the Pharisees if they would have believed on Him, and just like us. Never forget He
saves sinners; we are all sinners saved by grace.

Transition: Let’s move on to the next bit of text, which is the rest of chapter 5. The topic
is...

II. Question About Fasting READ v. 33 This question is provoked by the feast He has
with Levi. John the Baptist lived in the wilderness, and therefore had a very meager diet.
Pharisees had strick dietary regulations. Their observation is that Jesus and His disciples
don’t, so they ask Him why. As a response, Jesus gives a couple of metaphor. The first one
is...

IIA. Following Jesus Compared to Wedding READ v. 34-35 You almost never see
sad, broken-hearted people at weddings. Have you ever seen a sad bride or groom? At a
wedding, everybody is happy and celebratory. That’s why as a policy I don’t go to weddings.
I am not going to be happy and celebratory, and I’m no good at pretending to be something
I’m not. I don’t want to break the spirit, so I don’t go. So weddings are not the time for
broken-heartedness, mourning, or fasting, and so Jesus’ point is that this particular occassion
is not the time for that either. It’s not that Jesus is against fasting. In fact, back in chapter
4, Jesus fasted 40 days in the wilderness while He was tempted by the devil. And in verse
35 Jesus tells the Pharisees there will be a time for His disciples to fast, namely “when the
bridegroom shall be taken away from them.” That is, after Jesus ascends into heaven. So
there will be a time for fasting and broken heartedness and mourning, but for Jesus and His
disciples, that time was not then. Instead, Levi had just chosen to follow Jesus, and that
was a cause for celebration.
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As I examine my life, one thing I need to do is celebrate and be thankful for spiritual victories
He gives me more. I look around, get discouraged about what I don’t have and some of the
bad things going on around me, and I overlook all the things I do have and all the things
He is doing through me and in me. I look at all the time and thought I put into preparing a
Sunday school lesson and fail to recognize the blessing of being able to teach His word to a
good group of people like you folks. At university, I look at the two students who I wasn’t
able to get through to and fail to celebrate the hundreds who came through my classroom
who knew enough math to accomplish their goals. It’s important to learn from your failures,
but it’s also important to celebrate your successes.

Transition: Last point...

IIB. Gospel Compared to New Things READ v. 36-38 There are three “new” things
mentioned in these verses. There’s the new garment in verse 36, the new wine in verse
37, and new bottles in verse 38. [HOLD UP PATCH] Regarding putting a piece of a new
garment on an old, I do not sew, but my mom did. She had these little patches she would
sew on little tears in my clothes to make them last longer. I found this one in her sewing
basket among her stuff I am going through. I remember as a kid these things made our
clothes last a little longer, but they really didn’t work that well. Either the tear would keep
expanding and go outside the patch, or the sewing would come undone. That’s Jesus’ point:
old garments and old bottles don’t go well with new garments and new wine. Hebrews 10:20
calls Jesus the “new and living way.” Once He finished His work on the cross, the works of
the law and the Old Testament that the Pharisees held to were not going to be necessary
any more. They were the old bottles and the old garment that were not willing to change
for the new.

With that context, verse 39 seems almost out of place. READ v. 39 So Jesus presents
His way as the new thing, and yet in this case the old thing is better. We don’t believe in
drinking wine, but if you ask someone who does, he will tell you that old wine is, in fact,
better. This reminds us that, even though Jesus was the new and living way for man, it
wasn’t new for God. Jesus had been prophesied throughout the Old Testament, and Jesus
dying on the cross to pay for sin was God’s plan all along. It was a new idea for man, but
it was an old thing, the best thing, God had to offer.

Conclusion

As a final thought for this week, two things never change. God never changes, and God’s
word never changes. But the people we are trying to reach with God’s word do change and
even in my lifetime have changed. When I was up in Ohio two months ago, I ran into my
first girlfriend. I hadn’t seen her since High School 21 years ago. She’s changed a lot. She
drove a sports car then; she drives a used Cadilac now. She was fit, toned, and athletic then;
she’s my size now. What I learned from that is that everyone changes. Change is fine as
long as it is in accordance with God’s word. The Pharisees would not accept that; they put
their traditions and teachings on par with scripture. We need to be willing to change when
it is necessary to advance God’s kingdom.
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