
JESUS CALLS LEVI

Luke 5:27-32

Key Verse: 5:27

"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...."
Last week we learned that Jesus had power to forgive and heal a paralytic. We also learned that true friends are those who bring others to Jesus, overcoming all kinds of hardships and impossibilities. In today’s passage, Jesus calls Levi the tax collector to be one of his disciples. Later this Levi became known as Matthew, one of the gospel writers. Levi was a representative of a powerful sinner. He was an able but selfish sinner. But Jesus called him with the hope of raising him as a sacrificial servant of God. 

First, a man named Levi (27a). Look at verse 27. "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..."  Levi was a tax collector in Capernaum. He must have heard of Jesus. Why was he sitting at his tax booth all by himself? When the crowd followed Jesus around, he also wanted to go and hear Jesus speaking. But just as the leper could not mingle with the people due to his leprosy, Levi could not mingle himself with the crowd to see Jesus because he was a tax collector. That may be one of the reasons why he was just sitting at his tax booth. Another reason might be that just like Simon Peter, he was doing his job no matter what others did.
In biblical times tax collectors were considered by the Jews to be traitors and very probably thieves or robbers. It was because tax collectors worked for the “enemy” Rome, overcharged people and extorted hush money. When some tax collectors came to John to be baptized by him, John the Baptist told them, "Don't collect any more than you are required to.” (Luke 3:13) They were known as the most despised, disgusting and selfish sinners by the Jews because they sold their national identity, their own people and their noble humanity for the sake of money. They were also despised by the Romans as the ones who betrayed their own people. They were not accepted either by Jews or Romans. They were social outcasts like the lepers. 

Let us think about why Levi became such a despised tax collector. Unlike the paralytic who was a representative of powerless sinners, Levi was a representative of powerful sinners. Most people living under Roman rule either were crushed or left in despair. But Levi had no idea of yielding to the adverse situation. He did not despair. He did his best to figure out how to overcome the harsh reality. Being a human being created in the image of God, he might have struggled to be a good and conscientious man. But soon he realized that being a good man does not pay the bills. He decided to make money. He searched for the top paying jobs in the internet and found that tax collectors earned the highest income. Levi’s course was set. He studied hard and finally he got a high-paying job as a tax collector, working for the “enemy” Roman government. He must have thought about what his own people would think of him. But he did not care of what others thought of him, as long as he could make money. 
1 Timothy 6:10 says, “For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, in their eagerness to get rich, have wandered away from the faith and caused themselves a lot of pain.” Of course, money is necessary in order to survive in this world. Money is not evil in itself. But the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. For money, drug dealers sell harmful drugs. For money, in the past, slave dealers transported people across the Atlantic Ocean and sold them as slaves. For money, people kill and sue each other. Most of all, the love of money is the inversion of God’s creation order, which is, God first, man next and material things last. Man must love God, love each other and rule over all things. Those who are ruled by the love of money worship money above God and love money more than their fellow human beings. Those who love money more than anything else may gain money but lose everything else. 

There is another problem with loving money. Money does not deliver the goods that it seems to promise to us. It seems that with money we can buy everything. Of course, with money, we can buy many things such as food, clothes, cars, houses and so on. However, the joy of getting new toys lasts only a short time. It does not give us lasting joy and satisfaction. With money, we cannot buy true satisfaction. With money, we can buy a happy family dish from Mark Pi restaurant but not true happiness. With money we cannot buy true love. With money, we can get life insurance but not eternal life. Rather, the love of money makes people as lonely as Scrooge in the Christmas Carol. 

On the other hand, when we love God and live by faith, God provides us with all necessary things. He fills our hearts and lives with all the good things. James 1:16 says, “Don't be deceived, my dear brothers. Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.” When we love God and love one another deeply, God gives us true satisfaction, happiness, love and eternal life. 

Second, "Follow me," Jesus said to him (27-29). Look at verse 27a. "After this, Jesus went out and saw a tax collector by the name of Levi sitting at his tax booth.” In this verse, the verb phrase, “went out and saw” is important. Jesus’ seeing Levi was more than a passing glance. Jesus saw him intently. People saw Levi as a selfish tax collector and tried to stay away from him. But Jesus saw something else in Levi. Jesus saw that Levi was a man of ability, but did not know how to use his God-given abilities. One of Levi’s potentials was that as a tax collector he knew how to collect money and how to keep records. Jesus saw in Levi the great potential to become Matthew--a gospel writer by collecting the words of Jesus and keeping records. Matthew began his gospel, saying, “The record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ…” Jesus went out and saw Levi with the eyes of hope. 


We also must see young people of this generation with eyes of hope and vision as well. College students are independent, powerful, able, ambitious and goal-oriented people who are pursuing successful and high-paying careers in order to make their lives better. Especially those who are attending professional schools such as law schools, medical, dental, pharmacy schools, business and engineering schools are modern-day Levi’s. They are often individualistic and selfish. Sometimes they appear to be busy and proud. But we must not try to stay away from them. We must go out and see them with the eyes of hope and vision. We must lead them to Jesus so that they might cultivate their God-given talents in Jesus and use them preciously for God’s glory and his world salvation work and history. 

Look at verse 27b. “’Follow me,’ Jesus said to him.” To people's eyes, Levi looked like a leper who should be avoided. But Jesus invited him by simply saying, "Follow me."  This means, “Come and learn of me and be my disciple. I want to be your friend.” Levi had ability, basic discipline and determination to do something. All Levi needed to do was the change of his life direction. Jesus knew that once Levi had a determination to make money. Jesus believed that Levi would learn of Jesus with the same determination, be changed into a holy man of God and a great spiritual leader. Jesus did not try to change him overnight. Jesus did not criticize his lingering selfishness moment by moment. Jesus bore with his selfishness and smart mind with great patience. Jesus showed Levi his sacrificial life of serving God as the example. Jesus showed Levi how he gave himself to love others as the example. Jesus gave Levi enough time—three years with him-- to learn of Jesus and grow to be a sacrificial shepherd and friend for others. Praise Jesus who had the great hope for such a selfish sinner as Levi and gave him enough time to grow to be a sacrificial shepherd and friend for others. 
Let’s read verse 28. “...and Levi got up, left everything and fol​lowed him.” We wonder how Levi could leave everything behind and follow Jesus right way. This shows that Levi was not happy with his life even if he had money. He was deeply moved by Jesus who called him to be one of his disciples. Levi was the name of the priestly tribe of Israel. We don’t know why his parents named him Levi, probably in the hope that he might become a great servant of God. Though Levi became the exact opposite of what his parents hoped and prayed, deep in his heart he must have still had a burning desire to become a great man of God. At Jesus’ calling, he jumped out of his tax collector’s booth. He repented his selfish way of life and made a clear decision of faith to follow Jesus.

 Levi expressed his joy of being called as one of Jesus’ disciples by holding a great banquet for Jesus and others. Look at verse 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.” Jesus’ calling Levi as one of his disciples was in a way very controversial. It must have baffled Jesus’ first disciples—Simon, Andrew, James and John. Levi himself was amazed that Jesus invited him to be one of his disciples. He wanted to express his thankful heart to Jesus. He wanted to celebrate this second chapter of his life with a big party. For the first time, to everyone’s surprise, he bought many bags of groceries and prepared a great dinner. Before meeting Jesus, Levi only knew how to get or how to collect something from others. Once he got money, he never spent it on anything. He was a penny pincher. But after meeting Jesus, he wanted to give something to Jesus and to others. In the past, money was everything to him, but now Jesus became everything to him. In the past, he collected money from others and drew them away from him. But now he collected many “sinner” friends to meet Jesus. This was a sinners’ party. It was carefree and as joyful as the heavenly banquet. It was a heavenly banquet, because Jesus was there with them. Toward the end of last year, Sarah Rose’s family invited many of us to her house for a dinner. We had such a delightful time with her family. I pray that those who had received many dinner invitations may experience Levi’s happiness by preparing a dinner and inviting others to it.
Third, I have come to call sinners to repentance (30-32). Look at verse 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"?'" These reli​gious men despised and rejected Jesus as one of the public sinners be​cause he ate with public sinners. Later they labeled Jesus as “a friend of tax collectors and ‘sinners.’” Because of their self-righteous and legalistic ideas, they only knew how to condemn and criticize others.  

Look at verses 31,32: "It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance." A doctor is needed to the sick. If nobody is sick, we don’t need a doctor. But people get sick and are in great need of many good doctors. Suppose that a doctor does not want to associate himself with the sick, but only with the healthy people. Such a doctor is useless. Jesus came to heal the sick and save sinners. When Jesus said of the righteous, the sick, the righteous and sinners, he was talking how people see themselves. Levi knew that he was a sinner before God. So when Jesus called him, he accepted his invitation humbly. He was so happy to receive the privilege to follow Jesus, learn of Jesus and grow in Jesus as a holy man of God. But the Pharisees were self-righteous and proud. They were ready to criticize Jesus, putting themselves above Jesus. Jesus came to call a person like Levi who knew himself as a sinner before God. In Jesus he was changed into Matthew. In the past, his motto was “Seek money first.” But he was healed in Jesus and quoted Jesus’ word in Matthew 6:33, “But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness and all these things will be given to you as well.” 

Like the Pharisees, we don’t want to associate with ‘sinners,’ especially able and selfish sinners who know how to make use of others for their own benefit. We don’t want to sacrifice our time and effort for such people. But that is what Jesus did. Jesus left his heavenly glory and honor and came to this world to be with us. He was known as the friend of tax collectors and ‘sinners.’  We must follow Jesus’ beautiful example.
In this passage, Jesus chose Levi, a tax collector—a powerful, able and selfish sinner--as his disciple. America is a country of Levis and has a great potential to become a nation of Matthews. Each person has great potential to become a great man and woman of God. Jesus wants to invite us to follow him. Jesus wants us to learn of him and grow to be sacrificial men and women of God. Let us see young students with God’s hope and invite them to follow Jesus as Levi did.
