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Text: Luke 5:27-32 
Sermon: The Calling of Levi 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

Turn in your Bibles to Luke 5.  I’ll begin by reading verses 27 and 28. 

 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, and 
Levi got up, left everything and followed him. 

In our lesson this morning we find the calling of Levi.  The Bible elsewhere 

calls him Matthew.  Matthew is a name that means “gift of God,” and a very 

unlikely gift he was.  Of all twelve disciples, this one was the most notorious 

public sinner.  You see, Levi, or Matthew if you prefer, was a tax collector 

and, as such, he was one of the most despised people in Israel.  He was in 

the eyes of his fellow Israelites lower than the Jewish traitors who supported 

the foreign dynasty of Herod, which ruled over them—and more worthy of 

scorn than the occupying Roman forces.  Let me explain why.   

 In those days in order to gather taxes, the Romans auctioned off areas 

of their empire to the highest bidders.  Someone, for example, would bid a 

certain sum for Judah, and if he were highest bidder, he would be given 

permission to gather taxes within those boundaries.  Zacchaeus was such a 



tax collector—a chief tax collector.  He controlled a large territory, had many 

junior tax collectors in his employ, and was fabulously wealth.  Matthew 

was one of the smaller fish.  He was what you might call a junior tax 

collector.  He worked a tax booth on the roadway and, though not as rich as 

Zacchaeus, was very comfortable.   

Now there were two types of taxes collected.  The first type was a 

fixed tax.  It was called a fixed tax because every person paid the same 

amount.  There was little or no room for extortion or corruption in this area.  

In this tax category there were three individual levies charged.  There was a 

poll tax.  Everybody paid this tax by virtue of being alive.  If you were 

breathing you qualified to pay this charge.  Second, there was a ground tax.  

From everything that grew—olives, grapes, wheat and so on—a ten percent 

tax had to be paid.  And third, an income tax had to be paid.  The rate at the 

time was one percent.    

 The second type of tax collected was in the form of duties and tolls.  It 

was here that the system was open to graft, corruption and exploitation and it 

was here the tax collectors made their money.  There were taxes for using 

roads, for docking in harbors, for using carts (each wheel had a separate tax) 

and for importing or exporting anything.  Tax collection for these levies 



worked this way: A tax collector, often accompanied by his strong, tough 

and ugly henchmen, would stop people on the road, make them unload their 

cargo and then charge them just about anything they wanted to before letting 

them go on their way.  And if it happened that they couldn’t pay, the tax 

collector would seize their property or offer them a loan at a high interest 

rate so that they could.  Tax collectors were rightly feared, despised and 

considered thieves and traitors to their people.  On the social ladder they 

were on the same level as prostitutes.  And to top it off, they were religious 

outcasts as well.  It was forbidden for any tax collector to enter into a 

synagogue.  Levi was one of these. 

 Our lesson says that Jesus went out “and saw a tax collector by the 

name of Levi.”  The word “saw” here does not mean a quick glance.  It 

doesn’t mean that Jesus just happened to notice him in passing.  The verb 

used in the Greek indicates a continuous, careful and thorough examination 

of someone or something.  It’s a contemplative look.  Jesus was standing 

there, studying Levi.  Imagine how Levi must have reacted to that steady 

look.  He was a notorious sinner and he knew it.  How could he not?  Every 

day he would have seen the looks of contempt and fear on the faces of 

passersby; everyday he would have heard the whispers behind his back.  

Every Sabbath he would be reminded again he was not welcome to enter 



into the house of the Lord to hear his word and fellowship with his people.  

And now Jesus was looking at him.  What would he say?  Would this man 

who had been exhibiting his power and authority to teach and to preach, to 

heal and to forgive, this man who had shown that he was from God through 

a miraculous demonstration of healing and deliverance—would his voice 

join all those other voices and seal his condemnation?  No.  Instead of a 

word of condemnation, Jesus said, “Follow me.”  “Follow me.”   

 Two weeks ago we heard the story of Jesus healing a leper.  He could 

have simply said a word and the man would have been cleansed.  Jesus did 

more.  He took hold of the man; it was the first time the man had been 

touched by anyone healthy in many years.  What grace and mercy was at 

work in the ministry of our Lord.  And here we find that same quality of 

grace and mercy.  Jesus says to a notorious tax collector and sinner, a man 

hated and despised for his thievery and intimidation, “Follow me.”  He was 

saying to Levi, “I will receive you.  I will forgive you.  I will transform 

you.”  It was as if our Lord had sought out the single most unacceptable 

candidate for discipleship in all of Galilee.  He sought out and called the 

man no one else wanted. 



Hearing that call, Levi made a decisive break with his old life.  He 

“got up, left everything and followed him.”  Beloved, the call of Jesus is a 

call to repentance.  It is a call to die to the old ways and to live to the new.  It 

is a call first to death, and only then to resurrection and life.  Scripture 

teaches us that the work of Jesus was to reconcile the world to God.  It 

wasn’t to reconcile God to the world.  It is not God who must change; it is 

we who must.  And so when Jesus comes and calls, you must make changes.  

You must let some cherished, sinful things go.  You must embrace what 

before you has spurned.  And you must not look back.     

Levi repented.  He turned from sin and turned to Christ.  And the 

change that was wrought in him was more than a change of mind, more even 

than a change of heart.  It was a change that was reflected in everything he 

did; in the way he lived his life from that point on.  Levi’s faith was a living 

faith.  Look at the way our lesson continues:  

 Then Levi held a great banquet for Jesus at his house, and a 
large crowd of tax collectors and other were eating with them.   

Levi held a great celebration, for Jesus had found him and salvation had 

come to his house.  J. C. Ryle makes two important points about this and he 

makes them very well.  The first has to do with Levi’s desire to celebrate.  

Listen to what Ryle says: 



 Let us ...settle it in our minds that Levi did right to rejoice, and 
if we are converted, let us rejoice likewise.  Nothing can happen to a 
man which ought to be such an occasion of joy, as his conversion.  It 
is a far more important event than being married, or coming of age, or 
being made a nobleman, or receiving a great fortune.  It is the birth of 
an immortal soul!  It is the rescue of a sinner from hell!  It is a passage 
from death to life!  It is being made a king and a priest forevermore!  
It is being provided for, both in time and eternity!  It is adoption into 
the noblest and richest of all families, the family of God.   

The second point Ryle makes has to do with the invitation Levi 

extended to his friends.  As the banquet time approached, his house filled up 

with tax collectors and sinners, a great collection of riff-raff and low-lifes.  

He had invited them because they were the only people he knew.  Nobody 

else would have anything to do with him.  Here’s Ryle again: 

 We are told that when Levi converted, and had made a feast on 
the occasion, he invited “a great company of publicans” to share it.  
Most probably these men were his old friends and companions.  He 
knew well what their souls needed, for he had been one of them.  He 
desired to make them acquainted with that Saviour who had been 
merciful to himself.  Having found mercy, he wanted them also to find 
it.  Having been graciously delivered from the bondage of sin, he 
wished others also to be set free.   
 This feeling of Levi will always be the feeling of a true 
Christian. ...A converted man will not wish to go to heaven alone.    

Beloved, there are lessons for us here.  First, do we understand how 

precious a gift conversion is and have we properly celebrated it?  It is a 

wonderful thing to be cleansed and to be made into an instrument fit for the 



Lord’s purposes.  It is a wonderful thing to have the Lord God take all our 

sins and throw them behind his back, never to remember them again.  There 

is a place you can go to be washed.  There is a place where you can lay your 

burdens down.  There is a place where you can stand, free and unafraid.  It’s 

at the cross.  Those who have been to Calvary and have washed in the 

fountain of Jesus Christ have heard and heeded the Apostle Paul’s 

exhortation, “Rejoice in the Lord always.  I will say it again: Rejoice!”  

Rejoice in your salvation.  Think of the inheritance that has been freely 

given you and be amazed at the love, grace and mercy of God.   

Here is the second lesson for us.  In this spirit of joy and celebration, 

have we invited others to the feast?  That is the biblical pattern.  After 

Andrew met Jesus, the first thing he did was search out his brother Peter to 

bring him to the Lord.  “Oh, well, Ken, but that was someone destined to be 

an apostle—it wasn’t me.”  Well, I’ll give you that, but what of this.  Jesus 

met a Samaritan woman.  He offered her the water of life.  The woman went 

back to her town and said to the people, “Come, see a man who told me 

everything I ever did.  Could this be the Christ?”  The Holy Spirit used her 

witness to convert many.  It may be that he will use you in that way too.  

Why not?  We are to have a missionary spirit and the mission field can be 

found in our homes and schools and at our workplaces.  There is someone 



near to you that you can bless; there is someone you know you can invite to 

church.  Where else will they hear the words of life? 

   

Now sometime later the Pharisees confronted the disciples.  It may 

have been right after the party broke up, or sometime shortly thereafter.  We 

know it was not at the banquet itself because the Pharisees would not be 

seen in that company.  But in any event, they were not pleased with what had 

gone on.  Our lesson continues,  

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?”  

Jesus reply is plain: 

 It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not 
come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance. 

And so we come again to the point we have seen emphasized time and again 

in the past several weeks as we have followed along with Jesus in his 

Galilean ministry.  We must recognize that in and of ourselves we are poor, 

lost and perishing sinners, filthy with sin and standing under a just and 

righteous condemnation.  We are not fundamentally healthy spiritually, 

lacking only in a proper self-esteem; we are in the sight of God spiritual 

lepers, publicans and sinners.  Our plea must be, “Wash me Saviour, Or I 

die.   



 Now it may be that you are sick of me reminding you of this.  It seems 

that I do so every week.  It’s not that I have a morbid personality.  I don’t 

think I do.  It’s because the Bible teaches this truth on every page and it is a 

truth we find easy to forget.  In the eighteenth century the Church of 

England, which had 150 years earlier been on fire for the Lord and zealous 

in its longing to have the gospel preached to every man, woman and child in 

the land, had become so elitist and inhospitable to the common man that 

John Wesley had to take to the fields to preach.  When he went back to the 

church where his father had been rector for many years they would not let 

him walk the stairs up the pulpit in the morning service, so that evening he 

stood on his father’s gravestone and preached to hundreds of parishioners.  

You can read accounts of Wesley preaching to thousands of coal miners at 

dawn in damp fields—and the Holy Spirit moving upon those poor wretches 

with such force that the tears streaming down their faces causes white trails 

down coal-darkened cheeks.  And so in the fire of missionary zeal the 

Methodist church was born.   

And yet, a mere 100 years later, the Methodist church had become as 

cold and stale as the church from which it had arisen.  Here is an excerpt 

from a book by Richard Collier about the Salvation Army.  The Salvation 



Army is to the Methodist Church what the Methodist Church had been to the 

Church of England.  It describes a Sunday in the life of William Booth, the 

founder of the Sally Ann. 

 Broad Street congregation never forgot that electric Sunday in 
1846: the gas jets, dancing on the whitewashed wall, the Minister, the 
Rev. Samuel Dunn, seated comfortably on his red plush throne, a 
concord of voices swelling into the evening’s fourth hymn: 

Foul, I to the fountain fly; 
Wash me Saviour, or I die. 

The chapel’s outer door suddenly shattered open, engulfing a white 
scarf of fog.  It its wake came a shuffling shabby contingent of men 
and women, wilting nervously under the stony stares of mill-
managers, shopkeepers and their well-dressed wives.  In their rear, 
afire with zeal, marched “Wilful Will”Booth, cannily blocking the 
efforts of the more reluctant to turn back.  To his dismay the Rev. 
Dunn saw that young booth was actually ushering his charges, none of 
whose clothes would have raised five shillings in his own pawnshop, 
into the very best seats; pewholders’ seats, facing the pulpit. ...  
 This was unprecedented, for the poor, if they came to chapel, 
entered by another door, to be segregated on benches without backs or 
cushions, behind a partition which screened off the pulpit... 
 Oblivious of the mounting atmosphere, Booth joined full 
throatedly in the service—even, he later admitted, hoping this 
devotion to duty might rate special commendation.  All too soon he 
learned the unpalatable truth: since Wesley’s day, Methodism had 
become “respectable.” 

Booth too, like Wesley before him, had to leave his home church to preach 

in the streets.   



Beloved, never let us forget what we were before Jesus saved us.  We 

were poor, blind and perishing wretches.  And never let us forget that we are 

what we are only because of the continuing grace, mercy and forbearance of 

Jesus Christ.  If we are saved and if we are being sanctified, it is to his glory 

alone and of no credit to us.  And remembering that, let us look upon the lost 

with true love and pity.  Let us invite them to see their true condition and to 

come to the only one who can help, even Jesus Christ our Lord. 

The tax collector Jesus called that day long ago went on to write the 

first gospel.  In all of that gospel he only mentions his name twice—once 

when the story of his calling is told, and once when the twelve apostles are 

listed.  He became, through the power of God, a man of quiet humility.  As 

you can see in his gospel, he loved outcasts and gave no place to religious 

hypocrisy.  His life was completely surrounded to Jesus and Matthew stands 

before us as a reminder that God often chooses the most despicable people, 

redeems them, gives the new hearts and uses them in remarkable ways.  

People like you and me.  Thanks be to God.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


