
August 5th 2018 Luke 5:27-32 Bring People Close 
Video: Evangelism fails  When we talk about evangelism, that video demonstrates what some people think it is about: that if 
we are going to be an effective evangelist then we need to do things like 

• Force our way into other people’s lives,  

• Talk to them whether they want to listen or not. 

• Make snap judgements about who they are and what they are like, without spending time getting to know them. 

• Be brazen and harsh when we speak to them, attacking them for their struggles to believe or their lifestyle choices. 

• And try and scare people into trusting in Jesus. 
 
But is that really what Jesus is calling us to do?  Is that how we are supposed to get involved in building God’s kingdom? 
 
Over the past few weeks we’ve been thinking about Jesus’ call to go and make disciples  and we’ve thought about what 
should motivate us to do this: 

• Obedience – because we love the Lord who commanded us to do this. 

• Compassion – because we love the people who are in desperate need. 

• Conviction – because we believe that Jesus is the only hope for them. 
 
But how should do this?  What method should we use to share the gospel?  Over the past couple of weeks we’ve used ran a 
variety of different events and given away thousands of pieces of literature.  And we want to continue to be committed to 
doing these things, because we’ve seen God use them to bring people to himself. 
 
But our experience here in our church matches what researches have concluded for years – that the major influence in 
bringing people to Christ and to church is not literature, or preachers, or outreach events, but is actually individual 
Christians who have reached out to build genuine relationships and to share the gospel.  Evangelism is about bringing 
people close.    
 
Luke 5:27-32: “After this, Jesus went out and saw a tax collector by the name of Levi sitting at his tax booth. “Follow me,” 
Jesus said to him, 28 and Levi got up, left everything and followed him. 
29 Then Levi held a great banquet for Jesus at his house, and a large crowd of tax collectors and others were eating with 
them. 30 But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law who belonged to their sect complained to his disciples, “Why do you 
eat and drink with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?” 
31 Jesus answered them, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. 32 I have not come to call the righteous, but 
sinners to repentance.””  
 
1. An Unlikely Choice  
Jesus often did things that surprised or even shocked.  After witnessing the healing of the paralysed man who had been 
lowered through the roof where Jesus was speaking, Luke recorded that, “Everyone was amazed and gave praise to God.  
They were filled with awe and said, “We have seen remarkable things today.”” Luke 5:26   
 
But what Jesus did here was no less amazing or remarkable. That’s because Levi was probably the last kind of person that 
Jesus was expected to choose as a disciple.   
 
a)  A Traitor 
Levi was “sitting at his tax booth.” Luke 5:27.   He was a tax collector.  So in most societies, that would not make him the 
most popular person.  But Levi’s role was not to collect tax for the provision of services and the betterment of his society.   
 
Instead, he collected tax for the Roman Empire that had invaded, occupied and oppressed his nation.  He took from his own 
people, and gave it to their enemies. He was an enemy collaborator, a traitor. 
 
b)  A Thief 
Most people also assumed he was a thief.  Tax collectors got rich by over-taxing the people through cheating, intimidation 
and bribery.  And of course they got away with it, because nobody would dare confront them as they’d the power of Rome 
behind them.   
 
c)  Tainted 
But Levi was also tainted.  He was an outcast from respectable society, isolated from the religious community, 
contaminated from his regular contact with Gentiles.  He was a notorious sinner, despised and unclean.   
 
In Jesus’ parable about the two men who went up to the temple, the Pharisee prayed, ”God, I thank you that I am not like 



other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector.” Luke 18:11   
 
d)  Loved 
And so nobody with any respect for God or his people would have associated with Levi.  And yet Jesus choose him.  Levi 
wasn’t searching for Jesus.  He hadn’t come to see Jesus.  He hadn’t cleaned up his life.  He was just going about his 
dishonest business, when Jesus walked by and said, “Follow me,” Luke 5:27 
 
So why would Jesus choose him?  Why would he invite this tainted, traitor and thief to a brand new life of following him, 
learning from him, living with him and serving him?   
Well, this was simply because Jesus loved him and reached out to him in grace.  He was not loveable, yet Jesus loved him.  
He was not worthy, and yet Jesus valued him.  He was not good, and yet Jesus wanted a relationship with him. 
 
And Jesus has done the same in our lives.  Romans 5:8 says that “God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we 
were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  Even although we’ve rebelled against God and fallen short of his standard, God still 
loved us, valued us, and wanted a relationship with us so much that he sent his Son to the cross to die for us!   
 
And if we’ve trusted in Jesus today, then God has chosen us and saved us by his unconditional love and outrageous grace. “It 
is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that 
no-one can boast.” Ephesians 2:8–9    
 
Because of our sin, we deserved nothing but condemnation and separation from God – and yet through the cross of Jesus, 
we who were guilty have been declared righteous, we who were lost have been found and we who were far away have 
been brought right into the family of God! 
 
2. An Uncompromising Commitment  
It was such an unlikely choice, and yet Levi showed no hesitation in accepting the invitation.  “Levi got up, left everything 
and followed him.” Luke 5:28 
 
It was an uncompromising response to Jesus’ call.  He repented of living his life selfishly, centered around his own needs 
and wants.  He turned away from a life of dishonesty, greed and cruelty.  And he gave his life, 100% to Jesus. 
 
And from that moment on Levi’s life was transformed!  No longer a traitor, a thief, a person tainted with sin.  But now a 
disciple of Jesus, a member of God’s kingdom, a follower of God’s Son, a child in God’s family – and of course, a gospel 
writer, under his other name of Matthew.   
 
This is the radical transformation that Jesus is calling people to.  Later on, Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, he 
must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” Luke 9:23  To follow Jesus is to make an uncompromising 
commitment to turn our back on our old way of life and to accept his leadership as he transforms our attitudes, ambitions 
and actions. 
 
Have you answered Jesus’ call on your life?  Have you left everything and followed him? 
 
3. An Unusual Celebration 
Levi gave his whole life to Jesus.  But what was the first recorded act of Levi, the new follower of Jesus?  Was it attending a 
Bible study?  Going to the synagogue to worship?  Enjoying fellowship with his new Christian family?  All those things would 
have been good to do, but it was none of them. 
 
Instead, “Levi held a great banquet for Jesus at his house, and a large crowd of tax collectors and others were eating with 
them.” Luke 5:29  Levi threw a party and invited all of his old tax collecting buddies.   
 
Leaving everything for Levi didn’t mean leaving his house or money or ability to enjoy good food and good company.  And it 
certainly didn’t mean rejecting his old friends and spending all his time in Bible study or church gatherings.  But it did impact 
everything that he did. 
 
I’m sure that he’d shared a meal with his friends before.  But this time, there was a new purpose.  This was the first time 
Jesus was with him – and this was the first time his goal was to introduce his friends to Jesus, the one who had changed his 
life.  
 
a) Start where we are 



In doing this Levi illustrates a general principle of evangelism – that we should start where we are and share the message of 
Jesus with those who are closest to us.   
 
When Jesus commissioned the disciples for their mission, he said, ”You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on 
you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth.”  Acts 1:8.  They 
had to start in the city where they were, before they reached out to the neighbouring communities, and then ultimately to 
the ends of the earth. 
 
This was also Jesus’ command to the man from whom he cast a legion of demons.  This man wanted to go with Jesus, but 
Jesus did not let him.  Instead he said, “Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done for you.”  Mark 
5:19 
 
Sometimes this can be the most difficult place to witness as people can be offended by us.  When Jesus went to Nazareth, 
his home town, his ex-neighbours were offended by his wisdom and power.  In response Jesus said “Only in his home town, 
among his relatives and in his own house is a prophet without honour.” Mark 6:4 
 
Sometimes this is also the most difficult place to see other people’s need.  It is often more obvious to see the need for the 
gospel in the far flung places in the world than on our doorstep. 
And yet this is where God has placed us, where he has called us to be a living witness, and where we can often be most 
effective as we daily live as salt and light in our families, neighbourhoods, schools, colleges or workplaces.   
 
When I worked at university I was often frustrated about my lack of involvement in evangelism.  But I often failed to realise 
that God had placed me in a ready-made mission field – the lab in which I worked, speaking to people who never went to 
church or never listened to a preacher.  I was their only opportunity to hear the gospel! 
 
b) Reach Out In Friendship 
But Levi didn’t only illustrate where we should start, but also how we should start – by reaching out in friendship.  Levi, as a 
new follower of Jesus, didn’t go around his old friends to condemn them for their dishonesty and ungodly lifestyles.   
 
Instead he invited them to his home and “held a great banquet.” Luke 5:29 for them.  He expressed real genuine love to 
them by treating them with respect, love and care.  In doing this, Levi built bridges between them and Jesus, rather than 
raising barriers. 
 
This is what Jesus did throughout his ministry.  He is “Immanuel - which means, ‘God with us.’”  Matthew 1:23  He came to 
get close to us and make his dwelling with us, and throughout his three years of ministry, he took time to reach out in 
friendship and to get close to people: 

• He met with Nicodemus at night because this respected teacher of the law was afraid to be seen talking to him. 

• He invited himself to Zacchaeus’ house for dinner, despite the gasps from everyone who looked on. 

• He had dinner with Simon the Pharisee, despite the coldness of his welcome. 

• He spoke to the woman at Sychar’s well and asked for a drink, despite all the religious, political, moral and racial 
barriers that could’ve kept them apart. 

• He rebuked his disciples when they thought he was too important to take the time to bless some kids. 
 
Evangelism is not about shouting at people from a distance.  For the “Salt of the earth.” Matthew 5:13, to be effective we 
need to come into contact with others.  So we need to get close to people, because we care about them and we long to 
introduce them to Jesus.  
 
4. An Unsurprising Complaint 
But some people have the idea that godly living should mean isolation from the world.  They believe that if we’re really 
committed to God, then we need to keep away from everybody who is not.   
 
This is what the Pharisees and the teachers of the law thought.  They thought that pleasing God meant meticulously 
following the rules of behaviour in the law and isolating themselves from those who didn’t do this.  So when they saw Jesus 
and his disciples at this banquet they were outraged.  
 
They complained to the disciples: “Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and ‘sinners.’?” Luke 5:30  How could 
people who claimed to be declaring the kingdom of God, express friendship and acceptance to traitors like Levi and his 
friends? 
 



Sadly, sometimes the church has had more in common with the Pharisees than with Jesus and his disciples in this regard.  
We’ve often had the reputation of those who condemn sinners, rather than those who, like Jesus, are “a friend of tax 
collectors and ‘sinners.’” Luke 7:34 
 
5. An Unchanged Call   
But Jesus wasn’t put off by the criticism of the Pharisees.  He wasn’t ashamed to spend time with Levi and his colleagues.  In 
no way did he condone their betrayal of God’s people, nor their dishonesty or their disregard for God’s law.  But he knew 
that this is why he had come. 
 
Jesus said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.” Luke 5:31 Clearly, nobody goes to the doctor unless they 
are sick – especially if they have to pay €50 for the privilege.  So when we go into the doctor’s surgery, we don’t criticize the 
doctors for spending time with sick people.  That’s why they are there.  That is their job, their mission.  They are there to 
treat the sick.  
 
In the same way, it is crazy to criticize Jesus for spending time with sinners, because that is his mission.  He said, “I have not 
come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” Luke 5:31 
 
Jesus didn’t come to call righteous people into his kingdom.  He didn’t come to reward good, virtuous, morally blameless 
people and welcome them into his family.   
 
Instead, Jesus came for sinners, people who’d fallen short of God’s standards, people who’d messed up, made mistakes, 
rebelled against God’s rule and broken his laws.  He came to call them to turn from their sin and put their faith in him, so 
they could be forgiven and brought into God’s family.  1 Timothy 1:15 says: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save 
sinners.”   
 
That was great news for Levi and his tax collecting buddies.  But it was also great news for the Pharisees and teachers of the 
law, because in God’s eyes they too were sinners.  The only real difference between the tax collectors and the Pharisees 
was that the first group knew that they were sinners, while the others did not! 
 
So Jesus was willing to get close to, and spend time with, and befriend people with all sorts of problems in their lives.  This 
was his mission, and he was committed to fulfilling it. 
 
And so in hosting this great banquet for his old tax collecting friends, Levi was being a follower of Jesus.  He was walking in 
Jesus’ footsteps.  As Jesus had graciously accepted and befriended him, even although he was a tainted and treacherous 
thief, so Levi was going to open his home to reach out in love and grace to other sinners. 
 
Conclusion 
And we are called to do the same.   

• We are not called to hide away from this world in little Christian huddles.  

• Nor are we called to stand on the fringes of our society and shout words of condemnation.   

• Nether are we called just to be like everyone else and fit in with the world.  This is not an excuse for us as Christians to 
just keep on living in our old life and hang out in the same old places we always did.  Trusting in Jesus is a radical 
commitment to leave everything and follow him  

• But rather, we are called to live in this world, but not like this world.  We are called to get close to others, build bridges 
of genuine friendship and love, and seek to introduce them to the one who loved them and gave himself for them, so 
that they could be saved. 

 
Years ago, CT Studd who wrote:  

“Some want to live within the sound 
Of church or chapel bell; 
I want to run a rescue shop, 
Within a yard of hell.”  

 
I pray that this is what we would be, as we express God’s grace wherever we go.  
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