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If you like bargains, have I got one for you! The gospel reading for this morning is 

actually a three-for-the-price-of-one deal. Matthew has packed a lot into these ten 

verses, and there are at least several sermons that could be preached on them. 

Matthew comments, both directly and not, first on the urgency of following God’s call; 

second, about righteousness and mercy; and third, on the role of faith in receiving 

healing. I want to focus on the second of these – the issue of righteousness vs. mercy. 

In Matthew, “righteousness” is broadly understood as attentively following the Torah. 

Jesus is often critical of that practice, and the people who engage in it. In this case, he 

suggests that maybe fastidious rule-following is getting in the way of relationships, both 

with God and with other people. What’s more, following the rules to the letter just 

because they’re the rules that we believe God told us to follow or else effectively 

prevents us from showing compassion, or mercy, to someone else. Hold onto that 

thought.  

The backdrop for this episode is some sort of public dinner party at which Jesus 

and the disciples are guests. It’s situated within a much larger block of material that 

describes Jesus performing healings and miracles, and which Matthew is using to 

establish Jesus’ credentials as a Moses-like prophet and leader. Matthew doesn’t say 

anything about the host of this dinner, what’s on the menu, or even why Jesus is there 

in the first place. However, it’s not hard to imagine it being a little bit like the high school 

cafeteria depicted in the movie Mean Girls. There, it’s a place where the rules about 

who can do what and talk to whom are strictly enforced, seating at the popular kids’ 



table is by invitation only, and the conversation about what the various other groups of 

students are doing or wearing is even more snarky than the Pharisees asking the 

disciples why Jesus was at this party to begin with.  

This setting should also ring a warning bell. Dinner conversations with Jesus 

aren’t necessarily safe spaces where people engage with him on every topic ranging 

from sin to how to engage with the marginalized to who might betray him to the 

authorities. However, the answers they receive are often not what they thought they 

wanted to hear. This particular dinner is no exception. It’s a somewhat public occasion, 

likely thrown by someone who was relatively well off, and who’d kindly invited Jesus and 

the disciples to join them.1 Right away we learn this is a problem for the Pharisees, the 

ultra-Torah-abiding elites of the Jewish community of the day. For them, associating with 

tax collectors and sinners, and eating food that may not have met kosher standards, 

was a problem.  

However, their objections are not entirely for the reasons you might think. Tax 

collectors were local people who collaborated with their Roman occupiers. They had a 

well-earned reputation for greed and dishonesty, as anything they collected over their 

quota was theirs to keep. A good many of them enriched themselves at the expense of 

their neighbors, and especially the working poor, and so they were very often regarded 

as traitors and enemies of the Jewish people.2 Who the people named as “sinners” are, 

is less clear. Such dinner parties often featured all sorts of entertainment, and not all of 
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it was, shall we say, family friendly. So it’s not exactly a good “look” for Jesus to be seen 

out in public with such “immoral” types. It left him open to suspicion, and may well have 

also raised the question of whether he had put his, and his disciples’, ritual purity at risk 

simply by being in that room.3  

That is actually what ruffles the Pharisees’ feathers here. It’s offensive to their 

particular sensibilities that he’d chance making himself ritually unclean by associating 

with such people (and never mind how they themselves are right there with him!). 

Andrew McGowan frames the issue thus: “The fact that Jesus is receiving hospitality 

and willing to eat at the tables of these dubious others is important to understanding 

both the complaints of the Pharisees and his own mission. Scrupulous, observant 

Jewish diners would have been concerned about receiving food or drink from those 

liable to be impure because their own ritual status would be at risk. It was not 

problematic in the same way to share one’s own (pure) food. So it is Jesus’ acceptance 

of dubious hospitality, not offering it, that earns the criticism. In the Pharisees’ eyes 

Jesus was dicing with his own ritual purity by socializing with those who had proven to 

be permanent enemies of God.”4 

Jesus knows that’s what they mean, and he gives back as good as he gets: “Go 

and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have come to call not the 

righteous but sinners” (Mt 9:13, NRSV).  

Remember, “righteousness” in Matthew is a function of how well one observes 

the Torah. What Jesus is telling them is essentially that they need to recognize when 
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their approach of following the rules for the sake of following the rules actually hurts 

them, instead of helping them. The quote about desiring mercy, not sacrifice, comes 

from the prophet Hosea. Like Jesus, Hosea was deeply concerned about how his 

people related to God, and how “the rules” might have poisoned that relationship to the 

point where God felt that God had little choice but to enact some sort of punishment. 

Jesus takes that a step further. He does not condemn the Pharisees, and their 

emphasis on “rules for the sake of the rules” outright. He’s cautioning them not to let 

that conscientious approach to God become the only thing. In this case, it seems to be 

keeping the Pharisees from seeing the tax collectors and sinners at this party for who 

they really are: fellow beloved children of God who are just as worthy of that title as the 

Pharisees themselves are.  

Rules help. They give us structure. They tell us something about how to 

approach God and each other. But, when they become a be-all and end-all type of 

thing, they start to lose their helpfulness. That doesn’t mean we should just throw them 

out altogether, or condemn people who demand they be followed. Instead, when we find 

ourselves faced with such a situation, it should lead us into the kind of self-examination 

Jesus asks of the Pharisees. Is this a show of mercy – of God’s loving-kindness – or is it 

merely rote sacrifice? Does it give life, or does it demand someone else acts, or thinks, 

or believes the way I want them to? Does it put me first, or does it privilege someone 

else? And what might we learn if we take seriously Jesus’ challenge to go and learn 

what God means when God says, “I desire mercy, not sacrifice”?  


