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 How the passing of time brings wisdom!  
 About thirty years ago, I was invited to preach a Sunday morning sermon for a 
small congregation in central West Virginia. I delivered what I believed to be one of the 
best sermons of my limited preaching experience. Feeling rather satisfied with myself, I 
asked one elderly sister what she thought of the lesson. She answered by suggesting 
that I study Jude 3 before I use that sermon again. I quickly turned to that verse and 
read it aloud, protesting that I did "earnestly contend for the faith" in that lesson. She 
said, "Paul, go home and learn what Jude is really saying in verse three." 
 Deflated and distraught, I mumbled that I was certain I knew what Jude meant in 
the third verse, and I was convinced I had contended for the faith in the sermon. 
However, both time and the good sister passed on before I figured out what she and 
Jude were trying to tell me. Jude was inspired to exhort Christians to contend for THE 
faith; he did not tell me to be contentious over MY faith. It is a lesson I have endeavored 
to profit from to this day. Each Bible study I engage in must be prefaced with the 
introspective question: "Am I inserting my opinions into the faith that was once for all 
delivered to the saints?". To get to this point in my growth, it was necessary that I follow 
the dear sister's sage counsel: "go and learn what this means." 
 "And so it was, as Jesus sat at the table in the house, that behold, many tax 
collectors and sinners came and sat down with Him and His disciples. And when the 
Pharisees saw it, they said to His disciples, 'Why does your Teacher eat with tax 
collectors and sinners?' But when Jesus heard that, he said to them, 'Those who are 
well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. But go and learn what this 
means: I desire mercy and not sacrifice. For I did not come to call the righteous, but 
sinners to repentance'" (Matt. 9:10-13). 
 Jesus summoned Matthew to leave his tax office and follow Him for the purpose 
of making him an apostle. Following Matthew's call, Jesus sat down to eat in the new 
disciple's home. Much to the interest of the Pharisees, a number of publicans and 
sinners were eating with Jesus and His disciples -- an activity strictly proscribed for 
devout Jews. Tax collectors were viewed as collaborators with the Roman government 
and traitors to the Jewish nation. Sinners and Gentiles were viewed as unclean; no self-
respecting Rabbi would be caught in their company. It was there that the Christ was 
discovered in the first century intimate act of eating -- with sinners! 
 The Pharisees quickly took advantage of the opportunity to discredit the Lord. 
Luke records that the Pharisees and scribes "murmured against His disciples" 
demanding to know why their Teacher would consort with wicked persons (5:30). 
Certainly, it was in the Pharisees' selfish interest to expose the Savior's behavior. The 
scribes did not want Jesus to stop eating with sinners; their intent was not to persuade 
Jesus to avoid moral pollution. Instead, they desired that Jesus' influence be so 
damaged by his association with sinners that he would no longer be effective as a 
Teacher. With Jesus out of the way, life in Jerusalem could return to normal; the people 
would come with gifts to the scribes and Pharisees deferring to their counsel and 
instruction. 



 Christ answered their query with four statements designed to spur the Pharisees 
into examining themselves. 
“Those who are well have no need of a physician” 
 First, "Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick" 
(Matt. 9:12). McGarvey writes: "Being charged with recklessly consorting with sinners, it 
was necessary for Jesus to vindicate Himself, else His influence would be damaged: 
hence He presents the argument that His office, being analogous to that of a physician, 
required Him to visit the sin-sick" (The Fourfold Gospel, pg. 350). For the purpose of 
teaching, Jesus took the Pharisees at their own estimation of themselves, i.e., that they 
were spiritually whole. This required the scribes to conclude that if they were sound and 
had no need of a teacher, why should they object to the Rabbi taking His services to 
those who were morally sick. Had they not already judged the publicans and sinners as 
unclean? Such a statement of the Lord would goad the Pharisees into examining 
themselves; before they could further proceed to indict the Savior, they would have to 
say within themselves, "He's right, we are whole." Were they to look inward in honesty, 
they would have seen self-righteousness. 
 In addition, the Pharisees, who considered themselves to be the moral equivalent 
of physicians (Rom. 2:17-20), found themselves in the awkward position of having the 
upstart Nazarene rebuke them by the implications in His statement. Jesus was doing 
the work of a physician; work that ought to have been done by the scribes and 
Pharisees. By criticizing the Lord for doing their avowed work, they exposed themselves 
for failing to do it. In short, the Pharisees, who viewed themselves as healthy and who 
claimed to be healers of the sin-sick, should have been spending time with the 
publicans and sinners leading them to righteousness. They weren't. 
“Go and learn what this means” 
 Second, Jesus said, "But go and learn what this means..." (Matt. 9:13). The 
scribes and Pharisees took pride in their knowledge of the scriptures. Pharisaic 
observance of the law of Moses was of the strictest sort with attention to the most 
minute of details. They worked out intricate plans for temple donations (Matt. 15:5) and 
tithes (Matt. 23:23). Yet Jesus told the learned men of Judah to go and learn the 
meaning of a simple text. Christ's direct instruction should have moved the scribes to 
reflect on just how well they really knew the word of God. Their dismissal of Jesus as 
the Messiah proved they misunderstood some texts. Their ungodly conduct 
demonstrated they had trouble applying the scriptures to daily living. When the Lord 
said "go and learn," they should have looked inward to see if perhaps they had missed 
the meaning of Hosea's words. If they had looked within, they would have seen 
ignorance. 
“I desire goodness and not sacrifice” 
 Third, the Lord quoted Hosea who said, "O Ephraim, what shall I do to you? O 
Judah, what shall I do to you? For your faithfulness is like a morning cloud, and like the 
early dew, it goes away. For I desire goodness and not sacrifice, and the knowledge of 
God more than burnt offerings" (Hosea 6:4,6). McGarvey writes, "It is an assertion of 
the superiority of inward life over outward form, for the form is nothing if the heart is 
wrong... The principle we have just treated, we may state thus: a higher law, where it 
conflicts with a lower one, suspends or limits the lower one at the point of conflict" (pg. 
213). Jesus was teaching the Pharisees that the lower laws of ceremonial purity by 



avoiding contact with impure people are superseded by the higher moral laws of mercy 
and kindness toward those unclean persons who need to be taught the word of God. 
With this Old Testament quote, Jesus re-directs the scribes' attention to their own failure 
to imitate God in being merciful. In the parable of the unforgiving servant, Jesus restates 
the principle by saying, "Should you not also have had compassion on your fellow 
servant, just as I had pity on you" (Matt. 18:33). If the Pharisees had taken Hosea's 
point, they would have seen self-centeredness in the mirror of self-examination. 
“I did not come to call the righteous... to repentance” 
 Fourth, Christ asserts, "I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners to 
repentance" (Matt. 9:13). Again, Jesus calls the Pharisees by their own self-appellation. 
Since they considered themselves righteous already, they would not benefit from a 
Savior. It was pointless for the Great Physician to prescribe a cure for sin for a people 
who believed themselves to be sinless. Since the Lord could not help the scribes, who 
were convinced of their own goodness, He turned to people who would profit from His 
attention. It was a logical, practical decision. When the apostle Paul could no longer 
influence the Jews to obey the gospel, he said, "From henceforth I will go unto the 
Gentiles" (Acts 18:6).  
 To rebuff the implied rebuke in the Lord's statement, the Pharisees had to harden 
their hearts against an inward look. They had to become impenitent. They had to 
respond differently than Zacchaeus who resolved to repay anyone he may have 
cheated as a publican. The Pharisees wouldn't have been able to identify with the 
woman who washed Jesus' feet, who did so with tears of sorrow for her own sin. They 
would have looked condescendingly on the praying publican could not lift his head, but 
beat on his chest pleading with God to be merciful upon such a sinner; while at the 
same time, the Pharisee was thanking God that he wasn't a publican. The Lord came to 
the sinners who looked at their own sins with regret. The Pharisees looked, not with 
regret at their own sins (they didn't believe they had any sins), but instead they looked 
with contempt at the sins of others. This contempt often extended into their attitude 
toward and treatment of sinners. They called Gentiles "unclean" and Samaritans "dogs." 
Indeed, if the Pharisees had listened to what the Lord had said and looked inside 
themselves, they would have seen unrepentant proud men bound for perdition. 
Why does your Teacher eat with publicans and sinners? 
 One might feel compelled to ask at this point, "Is it acceptable for a Christian to 
gratuitously, carelessly associate with publicans and sinners?" Consider the 
circumstances in which the Lord and His disciples spent time with the lost.  
 First, Jesus went among the lost to teach them. His intent was concern for their 
spiritual needs and the eternal welfare of their souls. The Lord did not eat with the lost 
merely because He was hungry or because He wanted dinner companions. Remove 
from the equation the matter of teaching the gospel to sinners, and one is forced to ask 
the same question Paul asked the Corinthians: "...for what fellowship hath 
righteousness with unrighteousness? and what communion hath light with darkness? 
...or what part hath he that believeth with an infidel?" (2 Cor. 6:14-15). A Christian 
chooses his companions from among godly folk because he knows full well that "evil 
communications corrupt good manners" (1 Cor. 15:33). He eats with the publicans and 
sinners because he loves his fellow humans, cares about their eternal souls, and 
interacts with them to do something about their lost condition. 



 Second, Jesus ate with publicans and sinners who were listening to the truth. No 
honest Christian who professes to love souls would turn down a receptive audience, 
regardless of its composition. How could Peter have said "No" to Cornelius, a Gentile, 
who said, "Now therefore are we all here present before God, to hear all things that are 
commanded thee of God" (Acts 10:33). The audience needed to listen to the Lord in 
order to have the Lord respond to them. 
 Third, Jesus ate with publicans and sinners who were penitent of heart. These 
were people who knew they were sinners, and who freely acknowledged their own 
weaknesses. These were people who were sorry for their sins and wanted to be free 
from them. These were the kind of people who made up Christ's apostles: Matthew the 
publican, Simon the Zealot, James and John who wanted to be first in the kingdom -- 
losers by the Pharisees' definition, but winners before God because of their penitent 
hearts and obedient lives. 
 Jesus ate with publicans and sinners to teach them the will of God, and the 
Lord's dinner companions were moved to repent of their sins and obey the Father. And 
what of the scribes and Pharisees? Their hardened hearts full of sin would not permit 
them to sit at the table with Jesus.  
 "But go and learn what this means..."? If the Pharisees had done just that, they 
would have come away better men. Though painful and often a source of fear, self-
examination performed honestly makes carnal men into spiritually minded children of 
God. The scribes and Pharisees would have seen within themselves the sins of self-
righteousness, ignorance, selfishness, and impenitence. And if they were honest men, 
they would have sat down among the publicans and sinners and listened to Jesus. 
 "But go and learn what this means..."? Once, I was convinced of my own 
rightness, until I went away and spent some time examining myself in light of the 
scriptures. Now I have learned that I have much more to learn. 
 Go and learn what this means. 


