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I Desire Mercy, Not Sacrifice

Luke 5:27-39

    [27] After this he went out and saw a tax collector named Levi, sitting at the tax booth. And he said to him, "Follow me." [28] And leaving everything, he rose and followed him. 

    [29] And Levi made him a great feast in his house, and there was a large company of tax collectors and others reclining at table with them. [30] And the Pharisees and their scribes grumbled at his disciples, saying, "Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and sinners?" [31] And Jesus answered them, "Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. [32] I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance." 

    [33] And they said to him, "The disciples of John fast often and offer prayers, and so do the disciples of the Pharisees, but yours eat and drink." [34] And Jesus said to them, "Can you make wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them? [35] The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in those days." [36] He also told them a parable: "No one tears a piece from a new garment and puts it on an old garment. If he does, he will tear the new, and the piece from the new will not match the old. [37] And no one puts new wine into old wineskins. If he does, the new wine will burst the skins and it will be spilled, and the skins will be destroyed. [38] But new wine must be put into fresh wineskins. [39] And no one after drinking old wine desires new, for he says, 'The old is good.' " 
The story begins with Jesus calling a tax collector to be one of His disciples.  Levi, or Matthew, responds immediately, leaving behind his tax collecting business and following Jesus.  Levi gives what seems to be a celebration and going away party and feast for Jesus and invites some of his fellow tax collectors to come and celebrate.  The Pharisees see this as a problem.  Jesus is associating with the wrong kind of people.    Notice how the Pharisees do not quite have the courage to criticize Jesus directly, they instead criticize His disciples (which essentially was criticizing Jesus indirectly).  

Tax collectors in the first century were despised not because they collected taxes.  Our tax collectors are generally elected officials or government employees.  We may dislike them because we think the taxes are too high, but by and large the tax collector is not a dishonorable profession as it was in the first century.  Tax collectors in the first century were first of all turncoat Jews who were willing to work for the Roman government.  Rome was an occupying country who was imposing themselves on the sovereignty of Israel.  They controlled Israel militarily and therefore economically.  Rome levied taxes and used Jews to collect the taxes from the Jews.  Tax collectors were despised for what they did and “unclean” because they associated with Gentiles in the process.  They also were extortionists.  They used their position for their own gain. Rome gave them power to collect more than they had to pay Rome so most tax collectors would charge as much as they could and keep the excess for themselves.  Most tax collectors used their ill-gotten gain to get rich and live lavishly.  Tax collecting was a despicable profession in the first century.  I cannot overstate how wretched, detestable, dishonorable, ignoble, vile and loathsome tax collectors were considered.

Jesus overhears the criticism and responds with a very pithy reply – 
"Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. [32] I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance." 

Sick people need a doctor.  For someone who is sick to go to the doctor is not considered abnormal.  We expect it, we do it, we understand it.  Jesus is making a very important connection here – just as people who are physically sick need a doctor, people who are spiritually sick need care for their souls.  They need a soul doctor.  And everyone is sin sick!

If you were to go to Dr. Pace’s office tomorrow or your doctor’s office and you were to see a sign on the door –

If you are sick go away what would you think?  Dr. Pace has lost his mind and is about to lose his business.  Sick people need a doctor and go to a doctor.  
But I am afraid there are too many ways that the church today has made such a sign and hung it on the church door.  “If you are sick, go away.”  “If you really need help, we can’t help you.”  “Sinners need not apply.”
The church ought to be the one place that sinners feel welcome and know that there is help and healing here, but I am not sure that we give that impression; in fact I am quite sure in too many ways we give the opposite impression.  Unless you are a pretty good person, don’t bother going to church you will not be welcome.  

But there is one big problem with thinking like this; we are all sinners in need of spiritual help.  The church is not a haven for saints, but a hospital for sinners.  The gospel is first and foremost about what God has done about our sins – He has provided a remedy in the death and resurrection of His son, Jesus Christ.   
In Matthew’s version of this story Jesus speaks an interesting application –

Matthew 9:12-13 

But when he heard it, he said, "Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. Go and learn what this means, 'I desire mercy, and not sacrifice.' For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners." 

Jesus told the Pharisees “go look it up and find out what it means that “I desire mercy, and not sacrifice.”

Jesus is telling them to go to Hosea 6 where that passage is found so let’s do what Jesus told them to do, turn to Hosea 6 –

Hosea 6:1-11 

    "Come, let us return to the Lord;

        for he has torn us, that he may heal us;

        he has struck us down, and he will bind us up. 

    [2] After two days he will revive us;

        on the third day he will raise us up,

        that we may live before him. 

    [3] Let us know; let us press on to know the Lord;

        his going out is sure as the dawn;

    he will come to us as the showers,

        as the spring rains that water the earth." 

    [4] What shall I do with you, O Ephraim?

        What shall I do with you, O Judah?

    Your love is like a morning cloud,

        like the dew that goes early away. 

    [5] Therefore I have hewn them by the prophets;

        I have slain them by the words of my mouth,

        and my judgment goes forth as the light. 

    [6] For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice,

        the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings. 

    [7] But like Adam they transgressed the covenant;

        there they dealt faithlessly with me. 

    [8] Gilead is a city of evildoers,

        tracked with blood. 

    [9] As robbers lie in wait for a man,

        so the priests band together;

    they murder on the way to Shechem;

        they commit villainy. 

    [10] In the house of Israel I have seen a horrible thing;

        Ephraim's whoredom is there; Israel is defiled. 

    [11] For you also, O Judah, a harvest is appointed,

    when I restore the fortunes of my people.  
The word “mercy” or “steadfast love” is actually the Hebrew Old Testament word for “grace.”  Jesus said, “grace” is more important than religious formality or “sacrifice.”  “Grace is more important than doing religious things, “burnt offerings.”  

You see, then as now, we can get all the “I’s” dotted and the “T’s” cross when it comes to religious activities and external acts and still miss the point.  We can give sacrifice and burnt offerings, pay our tithes, go to church, attend small groups, do all the things that have to do with church and still miss the main point of what it is all about – the saving mercy of a God of grace who gives us remedy for our sin sickness in His son, our savior, Jesus.

Jesus said to them and to us, go and ponder what this means – “I desire grace not religious formality, religious language, religious acts, religious doings.”  
Jesus is saying in this statement -- I do not want pious pretense, I want passion for people and their need for the good news of grace in the Gospel. 
Sometimes things come out of our mouths that we wish we had not said, and then ever once in a while something comes out that is profound.  I said something recently that may be in that category.  This past Friday, at the men’s breakfast, we were discussing some things about the future of our church, in all honesty, the discussion degenerated into everyone, including myself, trying to make their point without really listening to each other, and staying on subject.  I made this statement, “When we get up on our religious soapboxes and start preaching, the real problem is that there is usually only room for one person on the box.”

I can be as guilty of that as anyone, but I think I know better and want to do better.  Too many of my Presbyterian brothers are experts at making theological mountains out of molehills of understanding.  And we waste time and energy doing this when God has been saying all along to us , “I desire steadfast love, not sacrifice, the knowledge of God not burnt offering.”  

I recently read through 1 & 2 Timothy and was taken with several things, one in particular – Paul warns Timothy several times not to become obsessed with religious discussion and empty talk, to avoid foolish discussions about religious things that are unimportant.
1 Tim. 1:5-6 

    The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. [6] Certain persons, by swerving from these, have wandered away into vain discussion, 

1 Tim. 4:7-8 

    Have nothing to do with irreverent, silly myths. Rather train yourself for godliness; [8] for while bodily training is of some value, godliness is of value in every way, as it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come. 

1 Tim. 6:2-5 

    Teach and urge these things. [3] If anyone teaches a different doctrine and does not agree with the sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with godliness, [4] he is puffed up with conceit and understands nothing. He has an unhealthy craving for controversy and for quarrels about words, which produce envy, dissension, slander, evil suspicions, [5] and constant friction among people who are depraved in mind and deprived of the truth, imagining that godliness is a means of gain. 

1 Tim. 6:20 

    O Timothy, guard the deposit entrusted to you. Avoid the irreverent babble and contradictions of what is falsely called "knowledge," 

2 Tim. 2:14 

    Remind them of these things, and charge them before God not to quarrel about words, which does no good, but only ruins the hearers. 

2 Tim. 2:16-17 

    But avoid irreverent babble, for it will lead people into more and more ungodliness, [17] and their talk will spread like gangrene. 

God want us to hear that what He wants from us is more gospel not more pious talk and religious activity.

Let me get real personal and pointed about this.  The last couple of weeks I have been off.  I have been busy with pre-wedding and post-wedding stuff, but not busied with church things.  I have however had some time to think and pray about what’s next for us as the Lillian Fellowship.  I do not say that I have all the answers, but I do believe that if God has something to say to us, I am the normal means He will deliver that to us. So I take that role very seriously.

Here are some of the things I have been thinking. I don’t think most of us are here just because we can’t find another church that makes us happy.  I think we are here because we sincerely desire something different in church.  We have been hurt and disillusioned by the church games that are so well played in our day.  Most of us have seen too much of this and just don’t care to do that again.  The problem with that is that it is too easy to just want to have our worship, have our small groups, care for each others, and just be satisfied being a small, little group that keeps dissension at a minimum and doesn’t really get too revved up about much of anything.  It is so easy to fall into that rut, but that is not what God has called us to be and do.  

Has God put us together to be and to do this church thing differently and in a refreshing way?  I am suggesting to you that Jesus is giving us a slogan in this passage – I desire mercy not sacrifice.    

Can we build without building?  You see I have done the building thing twice.  I am not totally against that, I would hope we would have to move somewhere else soon, but I have seen it happen where the building program becomes the be all and end all of a church and in the process the church becomes an empty shell (literally or figuratively – some of you know what I mean).  

The question that this passage of scriptures begs this morning is –

Do we want to build a religious mausoleum or actually be a hospital and heath clinic for sinners?
But building are not unimportant, we need facilities that will allow expansion of ministries and opportunities to be that hospital and health clinic for sinners?  We need to provide ministries that reflect our gospel purpose.  That sometimes requires mores space and extra rooms.  We need to be open to opportunities to move to such a place and we are studying that possibility.
We need to get outside the box in our thinking and planning.  I have been looking into having some special services in the new amphitheater of Big Lagoon State Park that could be a draw to both the Lillian Community and the Perdido Key area.  Are we willing to go to the expense and energy of doing something like that to reach people and offer the gospel to sin-sick sinners?  
