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Controversy  

● I am a people-pleaser. I tend to avoid conflict and controversy. Confronting people is 
hard for me. I have gotten better at confronting people in recent years, but I still 
struggle with it. 

● Jesus had no problems confronting people. Jesus was controversial. Controversy 
followed Jesus around everywhere He went. People loved what He did. People were 
compelled to listen to Him teach. But throughout the Gospel story, we see over and 
over that Jesus sparks controversy. Jesus wasn’t afraid to speak the truth. He called 
many people out. He made many controversial claims. 

● In the passage we’re studying tonight, we will look at one of Jesus’ controversial 
claims. 

● The story of Jesus and the tax collector is the second of five controversy stories  from 1

Mark 2:1-3:6. Jesus butted heads with the religious elites and made some startling 
statements about Himself.  

○ 2:1-12 - Jesus healed the paralytic - He has authority to forgive sins. 
○ 2:13-17 - Jesus eats with Tax Collectors - He ats with outcasts and sinners. 
○ 2:18-22 - Jesus’ disciples don’t fast - He can dispense fasting 
○ 2:23-28 - His disciples did what was not lawful to do on the Sabbath - Jesus 

has authority over the Sabbath 
○ 3:1-6 - Jesus healed on the Sabbath - Jesus has authority to do good works 

● Tonight we will study Mark 2:13-17, the story of Jesus and the tax collector (a story 
where Jesus sparks controversy), and then we’ll reflect on some applications from this 
story for us today.  

 
Mark 2:13-17 
Mark 2:13 - “He went out again beside the sea, and all the crowd was coming to him, and he 
was teaching them.” 

● Jesus was doing what He always did: He taught people.  
● He was “preaching the word.” to them. 

○ He was speaking of the Kingdom of God and the call to believe and repent 
(Mark 1:15). 

○ Preaching is why He came (Mark 1:38). 
 
Mark 2:14 - “And as he passed by, he saw Levi the son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax booth, 
and he said to him, ‘Follow me.’ And he rose and followed him.” 

1 R. Alan Culpepper, Mark, Smyth & Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys Publishing, Inc., 2007), 74. 
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● When I was younger, I thought my parents’ tax accountant/my baseball coach, was a 
tax collector. 

● Tax collectors in Jesus’ day 
○ Tax collectors were some of the most looked down upon people in Jesus’ day. 
○ “Levi is no baron but one who is stationed at an intersection or trade routes to 

collect tolls, tariffs, imposts, and customs, probably for Herod Antipas. Toll 
collectors were renowned for their dishonesty and extortion. They habitually 
collected more than they were due, did not always post up the regulations, and 
made false valuations and accusations.”  2

○ Tax collectors betrayed their countrymen, assisted their enemy occupiers 
(Romans), and took money from their own people. 

● Where else did Jesus say, “Follow me?” 
○ To Peter, Andrew, James, and John (Mark 1:17) 

● Anyone who is willing can follow Jesus, even tax collectors.  
○ This is startling. Jesus even allowed tax collectors to follow him. 

● Levi immediately followed Jesus. Like Peter, Andrew, James, and John, Levi left 
everything and followed Jesus. 

 
Mark 2:15 - “And as he reclined at table in his house, many tax collectors and sinners were 
reclining with Jesus and his disciples, for there were many who followed him.” 

● Jesus attracted tax collectors and sinners, groups of people who were not viewed as 
high-quality people. 

● Jesus’ disciples went with Jesus to hang out with the tax collectors and sinners. 
● What attracted people like tax collectors and sinners to Jesus? 
● When you follow Jesus, you will find yourself surrounded by the people who 

surrounded Jesus.  
 
Mark 2:16 - “And the scribes of the Pharisees, when they saw that he was eating with sinners 
and tax collectors, said to his disciples, ‘Why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners?’” 

● Scribes of the Pharisees were the religious elites of the day.  
● Why is eating with someone such a big deal? 

○ Eating with someone meant that you were friends with this person.  
 
Mark 2:17 - “And when Jesus heard it, he said to them, ‘Those who are well have no need of a 
physician, but those who are sick. I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.’” 

● Jesus intentionally came to save those who were lost.  
● The Pharisees viewed themselves as righteous. They did not think they needed help. 
● People who do not think they need help, will not seek help from Jesus. 
● But we all need help. 

○ Romans 3:10 - “None is righteous, no, not one.” 
 

2 David E. Garland, Mark: The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: ZondervanPublishingHouse, 1996),103. 
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5 Applications for us today 
● David Garland, a Gospel of Mark scholar, offerers four applications from this episode 

for us today.  3

○ Sinners do not need to do something first to become worthy recipients of God’s 
love. 

○ By eating with sinners, Jesus does not condone sinful lifestyles but attests that 
these people and their lifestyles can be transformed. 

○ Jesus makes no distinction between persons and spurns the whole system of 
ranking and classifying people. 

○ Jesus does not fear being contaminated by lepers or sinners but instead 
contaminates them with God’s grace and power. 

 
Sinners do not need to do something first to become worthy recipients of God’s love. 

● God saves us while we’re dead in our sins. 
● He saves us where we are but doesn’t leave us there. 
● Don’t wait until you’ve got your life cleaned up before you come to Christ. 

 
By eating with sinners, Jesus does not condone sinful lifestyles but attests that these 
people and their lifestyles can be transformed. 

● Jesus doesn’t say that what tax collectors do are good. He doesn’t condone that. 
● He doesn’t let Levi’s vocation/job deter Him from befriending him. 
● Jesus helps Levi. 
● Jesus doesn’t just see Levi as a crooked tax collector. He sees his potential.  
● What are the focus on people’s flaws? Or on their potential in Christ? 

 
Jesus makes no distinction between persons and spurns the whole system of ranking 
and classifying people. 

● There are no draft rounds in the Kingdom of God. 
● We are all different, but all created in the image of God. 

 
Jesus does not fear being contaminated by lepers or sinners but instead contaminates 
them with God’s grace and power. 

● Like when Jesus touched the leper in Mark 1, whatever unclean thing Jesus touches, 
becomes clean. 

 
We need to realize that we’re sinners and need Jesus.  

● The Pharisees, the religious elites, did not think they needed a savior. They thought 
their good deeds were good enough. 

● Jesus came for the sinners. 

3 Garland, Mark, 112. 


