Luke 5:27-32    “Levi”

By Rev Robert Denham            5th June 2011
My son Peter spent 5 years at University doing a commerce/law degree in order to be prepared to now be learning much more about what the Australian tax law is like. In essence it is a fairly simple concept for most employees to know what they will have removed from their pay packets, and what they can try to claim each year. Yet it is also very complex, and we may even forget the hidden taxes that we pay every day, such as the GST.
But back in the times of Jesus, it was a bit harder to forget the taxes. For when it was time to pay taxes, there was always a person there to collect it from you. They had 2 types of taxes, with no rebates or deductions. 
The 1st type included 3 taxes. 
(a) a poll tax which all men from 14 to 65, and all women from 12 to 65 had to pay, simply for the privilege of living. 
(b) a ground tax which consisted of 10% of all grain grown, 20% of wine and oil. and 

(c) a 1$ income tax.

The 2nd type were the duties and taxes you paid for using roads, harbours and markets. A tax was paid on each cart, each wheel, and even each animal that pulled it. A tax-collector could stop someone in the street, make them undo their bundles, and charge a tax on anything in it, at any rate he wanted. If they could not pay, then they became loan sharks with exorbitant interest rates.

The Romans auctioned off the right to collect taxes in each district. As long as they received the expected amount each year, they did not care how much money the tax collector actually received. The public usually had no idea what the normal rates of taxation were. Tax collectors could get very rich very quickly. They were hated by most people.

But in Galilee, King Herod Antipas had the responsibility to collect the taxes. All taxes went to him, which he then forwarded to Rome. But this Jewish king was not hated. He was not barred from synagogues. But the collectors he employed were.
The Pharisees hated the tax collectors. They treated them as scum of the earth. They saw them as greedy, thieves, and as refusing to obey God’s Law.

It is no wonder that the Pharisees were offended by Jesus in the passage we heard today from Luke 5:27-32.

Last week we saw that they had warmed to Jesus, even though he insisted on saying he could forgive sins. His miracle had impressed them. But by this passage, they would be so stunned that they could only classify him as being a false prophet, a false teacher, not what he claimed to be. For Jesus had decided to eat with tax collectors.

Surely he should know what they were like!

Surely he should know that Psalm 1 says not to sit with the mockers or take counsel with them!

Surely he should know that unclean people make others unclean.

His own self-esteem should be screaming out against reclining at table with the tax collectors. He would not have been sitting very prissy-like in his chair hoping no-one would touch him. Their tables had scatter cushions around them. He would be lying on his left elbow with his head in the chest of a tax collector.

And the food he had eaten from their stuffed full tables, would have been the proceeds of robbing the poor merchants and others of the towns.

They concluded that Jesus could not be from God.

So they approached his disciples and confronted them: Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and sinners?
The watchdogs of religion were snarling and snapping. However, before we also condemn Jesus, we should consider what he had done.

Going through a town he saw Levi, a local tax collector, sitting at his work table. He said to him  Follow me.  In that short simple request, Levi knew he was asking him to become his disciple. Unlike the rich young ruler who turned down the offer, Levi picked it up. He got up and left everything and followed. Levi quit his job, just like that! On the spur of the moment he left his secure, lucrative job and followed Jesus, for no pay, and no company donkey.

And excited by his new career, Levi threw a party for his old work mates and friends. He invited them all so that they could meet Jesus and hear him. It was not the normal feast with drink to discuss better ways of ripping people off, or improving techniques of embezzlement. Rather, it was to call them to repentance and faith. The goal of Jesus was not to accept their values and beliefs and to sit under their counsel. Rather it was to share in a loving way the message he brought. 

He was the guest speaker, the teacher, not the pampered pet.

 But the so-called “righteous” Pharisees did not understand. They were paragons of their own purity, and extremely firm on law and order. In their eyes, tax collectors and sinners deserved punishment, not mercy. They were beyond hope.
So when the Pharisees complained, Jesus replied:

 Those who are well have no need of a doctor, only those who are sick. 
I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance.
Jesus brought change into people’s lives. Levi had changed because of meeting Jesus. He was so impressed by Jesus that he changed his whole life, and then invited his friends to hear from the man who so impressed him.

We know the effect that Levi had. In Matthew’s gospel, we find that Levi had another name. His was also known as Matthew, who was one of the 12 apostles. Yet even though we know the effect on him, we are not told about the effect on the other tax collectors at that feast. We’re left to guess whether many others repented or not. Too often when people get involved in telling others the gospel, they focus on the results. It motivates people. It almost seems as if they are out there trying to get as many scalps as they can for Jesus. and so they try their various methods, and switch from one to another on the basis of reported results. 

Yet Jesus was not motivated by the results of his preaching. He was the divine doctor who cared for the sick. He wanted people to be saved from their sins and to find the truth in him. He refused to accept the Pharisees ideas that we should be good for God and that somehow our own goodness counted as credit in God’s eyes.

The message of Jesus is for all people, but those who know they are not good enough for God will find it is a soothing balm and a healing medicine for the ravages inside them. 

Look at the people you know and meet. Do they need Jesus? Be like Levi and show them the Jesus you know.
