
Matthew 9:9-13

Passing by there, Jesus saw a man called Matthew sitting in the toll-booth, and he 

said to him: “Follow me.” and he got up and followed him.

And it was, as he was reclining with [other’s] in the house, there were many 

taxmen and sinners came and reclined with Jesus and his disciples.  Seeing [this] the 

Pharisees said to his disciples: “Why is your teacher with taxmen and sinners?” 

Hearing this, he1 said: “It is not the strong who need a physician, but the sick.  Go 

and learn what that is, I wish to have mercy and not sacrifice, for I did not come to 

call the just, but sinners.”

Prayer:

This scripture is quite clear in its words and meaning. It was easy to read, and 

easy to understand.  Matthew, like the other Disciples, got up and followed Jesus 

when Jesus said: Follow me.  When Matthew heard these words, he knew Jesus was 

calling him to a wholly different life, and he went on to live that life.  We remember 

that the other callings were like this. Just like when Jesus called the tax collector, he 

left his money on the table, when he called the fishermen, they left their nets sitting 

in the sand.

Next we see Jesus is eating in a house with many “taxmen and sinners.” The 

taxmen of course collected taxes for the occupying Romans – so any good citizen of 

Judah would NEVER collaborate with them by collecting taxes. The taxmen were 

sinners, because they were traitors to all Jews. It is impossible to say what the other 

“sinners” did.  It is only possible to say that this is who the Pharisees saw Jesus 

eating with.

1  TR/BYZ reads Jesus  – UBS4 could be read “They”, but in context, it makes very little sense. 



The Pharisees of course protest – WHY is Jesus eating with these people?  Jesus 

hears them and gives his three answers.

#1: It is not the strong but the sick who need a physician.

#2: Go and learn what it means: “I wish to have mercy and not sacrifice.”

#3: I did not come to call the just, but sinners.

The first thing he said was quite obvious. It is sinners who need Jesus. Jesus came 

to heal the human spirit, to restore our relationship with God.  All have sinned, all of 

us need God – but, the Pharisees would be the last to admit this.  The Pharisees 

greatly enumerated their religious duties.  They outwardly lived a very religious life 

and sought their salvation through religious duty. They saw everyone else as 

inferior, because the non-Pharisees did not keep the rules that the Pharisees made 

(thus, they are sinners who do not keep their religious duty.)

Jesus did not come to call the just (or righteous), but sinners. This parallel phrase 

tells us why Jesus spent time with sinners – but, no man is just, all have sinned and 

come short of the glory of God.  Even the Pharisees with their constant 

“righteousness” were sinners.

The second phrase reminds the Pharisees what they had forgotten. It reminds 

them that they do not practice justice, because they need to learn to practice mercy 

instead of relying on acts of devotion.

Jesus put it even more clearly in Matthew 23:23-24:

23 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you (P) tithe mint, dill, and 
cumin, and have left undone the weightier matters of the law: justice, mercy, and 
faith. But you (P) ought to have done these, and not to have left the other undone. 
24 You (P) blind guides, who strain out a gnat, and swallow a camel!

Now, the Pharisees were all about sacrifice.   Barns notes tells us that “Sacrifices 

were the principal part of the worship of the Jews, and hence came to signify 

external worship in general.” In the Old Testament law, there was a social justice 



system that existed to help the widow and the orphan, and the stranger.  Tithes 

were given largely for social welfare. Rules were given to harvesters to guarantee 

that the destitute would have profitable work at harvest time. The Pharisees 

contributed to social justice by following the letter – but, there was no mercy in 

their hearts... so they left it undone.  The KJV actually said in Matthew 23  “14 " Woe 

unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye devour widows' houses, and for a 

pretence make long prayer: therefore ye shall receive the greater damnation. " 

They follow the letter of the law, but they do not live out the spirit. They put a 

great burden on everyone else, but they will not even lift a finger... This religion of 

the Pharisees is something that we Christians must avoid (although – I must say that 

if I had lived in the time of Jesus, I would have likely been a Pharisee. Their faults 

and hypocrisy are something that I must work to avoid, and that work is fruitless 

without God's help.)

If sacrifice is external worship – we must look at the acts of religion or external 

worship that Christians practice.  Of course – we all know the song: “we bring a 

sacrifice of praise,” but I will look somewhere else.

Traditionally, Christians have practiced fasting.  Clement of Alexandria defines 

both the nature and the purpose of fasting as follows.

Fasting, according to the signification of the word, is abstinence from 
food.  Now food makes us neither more righteous nor less.  But mystically it 
shows that, as life is maintained in individuals by sustenance, and want of 
sustenance is the token of death; so also ought we to fast from worldly 
things, that we may die to the world, and after that, by partaking of divine 
sustenance, to live to God.2

To the ancient Church, fasting was one of the most important external signs of 

worship – they saw it as sacrificing a day of food to “partake of divine substance and 

to live to God.” In spite of this, later, people sometimes would fast because it was 

2  Clement of Alexandria “Extracts from the Prophets” #xiv,  tr: Wilson, William:  The Ante-Nicene 
Fathers volume 8,  Hendrickson Publishers: Peabody Mass, 1886 reprint 1999, 44



prescribed – just as the Pharisees sacrificed and gave no thought to mercy.

Justine Martyr said it like this:

And not even if you bend your neck like a ring, or clothe yourself in sack-cloth 
and ashes, shall you call this a fast, and a day acceptable to the Lord.  This is not 
the fast which I have chosen, saith the Lord; but loose every unrighteous bond, 
dissolve the terms of wrongous covenants, let the oppressed go free, and avoid 
every iniquitous contract.  Deal thy bread to the hungry, and lead the homeless 
poor under thy dwelling; if thou seest the naked, clothe him; and do not hide 
theyself from thine own flesh.  Then shall thy light break forth as the morning, 
and thy garments shall rise up quickly:  and thy righteousness shall go before 
thee, and the glory of God shall envelope thee3. 

The ancient Church teaches us that devotion, and sacrifice is worthless without 

mercy.  Even fasting is worthless, unless we practice compassion.  The Boox of James 

speaks very much about practicing compassion.  

  14 What good is it, my brothers, if a man says he has faith, but has no works? 
Can faith save him?   15 And if a brother or sister is naked and in lack of daily 
food,   16 and one of you tells them, “Go in peace, be (P) warmed and filled;” and 
yet you (P) didn’t give them the things the body needs, what good is it?   17 Even 
so faith, if it has no works, is dead in itself.   18 Yes, a man will say, “You have 
faith, and I have works.” Show me your faith from your works, and I by my works 
will show you my faith.

and a little earlier in Chapter 1:

27 Pure religion and undefiled before our God and Father is this: to visit the 
fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep oneself unstained by the 
world.

All of us are devoted – all of us practice sacrifice.  We observe many duties 

prescribed to us – Even the duty of giving... but, mercy (Or compassion) is different. 

it not in fact a duty, it is something from the heart. All of us can do duties we do not 

wish to do. We can be very generous, and not wish to give anything at all. 

Compassion is not a change of actions, but it is instead a change of the heart.

Jesus came to bring us to God.  Here on earth, we experience His salvation. God 

changes peoples lives and hearts – making us pure and righteous in HIS sight. Here 

is what it means to go and learn “I desire mercy and not sacrifice.”  We must do 

3  Justin Martyr, Dialogue  with Trypho, chapter 15:  The Ante-Nicene Fathers volume 1, 
Hendrickson Publishers: Peabody Mass, 1885 reprint 1999, 202
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more than go through the motions – every one of us needs Jesus.


