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 The Healing Place 
The church is where every soul receives God’s healing grace 

…………………………………………………………..Luke 5: 27 – 39………………………………………………………..… 
“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, 28and Levi got up, left everything and followed him.  29Then Levi 
held a great banquet for Jesus at his house, and a large crowd of tax collectors and others 
were eating with them. 30But 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’?’ 
31Jesus answered them, ‘It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.  32I have not 
come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.’ 33And they said to him, ‘John’s disciples 
often fast and pray, and so do the disciples of the Pharisees, but yours go on eating and 
drinking.’ 34Jesus answered, ‘Can you make the guests of the bridegroom fast while he is with 
them?  35But the time will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them; in those days 
they will fast.’  36He told them this parable: ‘No one tears a patch from a new garment and 
sews it on an old one.  If he does, he will have torn the new garment, and the patch from the 
new will not match the old.  37And no one pours new wine into old wineskins.  If he does, the 
new wine will burst the skins, the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined.  38No, 
new wine must be poured into new wineskins.  39And no one after drinking old wine wants the 
new, for he says, ‘The old is better.’” 
 Some of us have been in church for our whole lives.  Our parents took us to church; we 
grew up learning how to ‘do’ church.  For a lot of us, it’s been a way of life for a very long time.   
 This past year, exactly one year now, ‘church’ has been different, hasn’t it?  Our familiar 
patterns of how we ‘do’ church together has been all rearranged, right?   
 Our ‘Zoom’ screens have forced us to concentrate on the essentials of being ‘the church’.  
We have focused on the Word of God in Scripture and on prayer. The foundational basics. 
 If there can be any positives to the world-wide COVID isolation, it is that the Church has 
been forced to remember the most important things.  That has meant finding new ways to stay 
grounded in God’s truth and bolstered up by God’s promises.  We’ve tried as best we can to stay 
connected to each other.  Through weekly emails and for some, postal mail, we’ve been able to 
remain a church together with a lot of help from wonderful volunteers who joined the effort. 
 As we can see from our readings in Luke over these past weeks, Jesus was trying to get 
the Religious Leaders to re-examine the foundations of their faith too. The main problem was 
that the Religious Leaders couldn’t imagine ‘doing’ church any other way than how they had 
been doing it for a thousand years. 
 It was even more difficult because they liked it just the way that it was.  It wasn’t that 
they didn’t want to be part of the Kingdom God had promised, but that they were so caught up 
in maintaining their institution that they stopped asking what God wanted.    
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They had grown comfortable with their rituals and their rules and they really didn’t want 
to hear about changing anything, even if God Himself was making the changes! They ‘circled 
their wagons’ to protect what worked for them.  They just got mad.  And madder, and madder. 
 The calling of Levi has a powerful message as well as a warning for us still today.  

First, the people Jesus was choosing as his disciples was a bit odd. It was a little unusual 
for him to ask the fishermen, Andrew, Simon, James, and John, to become his disciples. They 
were unlearned and rough, but to ask Levi was to really cross a line!  In the eyes of the Religious 
Leaders, to include him in anything remotely ‘Godly’ was an outrage.   

Levi was a sinner of the highest degree.  Everything that Levi represented in lifestyle and 
occupation they considered disrespectful to their religion and dishonoring to God.  He was 
despised for his profession and because of it, he was even excluded from worship at the 
synagogue and Temple.   
 ‘Tax collectors’ in Jesus’ time were notorious for their dishonesty and greed.  Most of 
them were local Jews who worked for the Roman government.  Their job was to sit at the gates 
of cities and collect taxes on people and things that went in and out of the city.  They were 
contracted to provide the Romans a certain amount of tax revenue, but they also took liberties 
to add on whatever kind of fees they wanted.  
 With little accountability, it was easy to extort money and goods.  For instance, if we had 
these tax collectors here in Burgettstown today, they would sit at the end of Rt. 18 where it 
meets Rt. 50.  In order to get through the road to go to Hickory or to Washington, you would 
need to pay a tax on your vehicle, and a tax on all the people riding with you, and also a tax on 
whatever items or animals you had with you.   

So, if you were taking a lawnmower to Washington, you would be charged for your mower 
in addition to the vehicle fee and the occupant fee.  If you were taking a get-well basket to your 
mother in Hickory, you would be charged for that too. Maybe you would even have to give the 
tax collector some of the cookies you made for your mother! 

The amount you had to pay was up to the whim of the tax collector on duty that day. And, 
when you returned from your trip, you also had to pay to get back in! 

‘Tax collecting’ was not the kind of profession honest and decent people took up.  And 
they usually were, as you can imagine, very rich. 
 Jesus knew exactly what he was doing when he invited Levi to join his little band of 
disciples. He invited one of the most ‘unclean, ‘unholy’ persons possible to join him in ministry, 
and the Religious Leaders got pretty shook up over it.   
 Why did Jesus do it? Plain and simple, Jesus saw something in Levi that was good, and 
Jesus was making a point of showing that God was making a new way into His Kingdom.   

No longer were God’s people an exclusive club, but a family for anyone who wanted to 
be included.  The qualifications had changed.  No longer would certain ancestry be required.  No 
longer were rituals and regulations necessary.   
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The only prerequisite for entry into the Kingdom of God was that a person know that they 
couldn’t get in by their own merit and be willing to ask Jesus to make them worthy to enter. 
 We don’t know what prompted Levi to get up from the tax booth and leave everything to 
follow Jesus.  We don’t know if Levi had heard Jesus teach or seen Jesus heal.  But we do know 
that Levi’s heart must have been ‘all in’ for Jesus.  He knew that his soul needed what Jesus had 
to offer and he wanted it more than what his money and profession could buy him.  

Who was this Levi?  It appears, you see, that Levi had two names, as was common in 
ancient times.  His Hebrew name was ‘Levi’, but his Greek name was ‘Matthew.’ (Matthew 9:9)1 
‘Levi Matthew’ became an exemplary disciple and one of Jesus’ faithful twelve (12) apostles. He 
recorded Jesus’ life and teaching for us in the Bible, which we know as ‘The Gospel according to 
Matthew.’ 

Jesus then further infuriated the Religious Leaders by going to Levi’s house for a ‘great 
banquet’ that Levi put on specifically ‘for Jesus’.  

The Pharisees heard that it was attended by a ‘large crowd’ of Levi’s tax collector friends 
and other ‘questionable’ characters, and they ‘complained’ to Jesus’ disciples about it.  ‘Why,’ 
they asked, ‘do you eat and drink with tax collectors and sinners?’  

The Religious Leaders were very careful to keep themselves separated from anything or 
anyone who might ‘contaminate’ their good standing with God.  But they had it wrong.  Sin isn’t 
catching in that way; sin actually originates in a person’s own heart.   

Jesus told them that he enjoyed getting to know ‘sinners,’ because God had purposely 
sent him to heal sin.  How could he heal them if they didn’t know him or hear about his cure? 

Jesus also knew that the Religious Leaders didn’t realize their own sinful condition.  Their 
pride had blinded them, keeping them from realizing that they too were ‘sinners’. Despite all 
their showy praying and fasting and meticulous ritual-keeping, they couldn’t see that they too 
needed what Jesus had to offer. 

Then and now, anyone who is too ‘righteous’ to see their own soul-sickness won’t be able 
to hear the message of Jesus and be healed.  Many people are deceived into thinking that they 
do not need Jesus’ help to be made ‘right’ with God. (Romans 3:23; Psalm 143:2)  

True healing doesn’t come through ritual-keeping or any other good work but is only 
possible by coming to Jesus to repent of sin and then to receive his salve of salvation. 

The words of the song I’ve had going round and around in my head this past week are, 
‘There is a balm in Gilead to make the wounded whole, there is a balm in Gilead to heal the sin-
sick soul.’2  Gilead was a real place in Bible times that was famous for a healing ointment made 
from plants that grew there.  

African American slaves in our country would sing this song to remind themselves that 
even through their oppression and pain, Jesus was the healing ‘balm’ their soul needed.   

 
1 Robert L. Stein, Luke, The New American Commentary: Volume 24 (B&H Publishing Group: Nashville, TN: 1992), 181. 
2 https://hymnary.org/text/sometimes_i_feel_discouraged_spiritual 



March 14, 2021 Studies in Luke: ‘The Healing Place’ Luke 5: 27 - 39 

Burgettstown Presbyterian Church                               Rev. Cinda Isler                                                                                              4 
 

In our humanness, we will go to great lengths to find relief for our soul’s suffering.  We 
will try any cure.  But any remedy the world offers is temporary and fleeting; only Jesus’ 
forgiveness is able to heal us forever. 

As can be expected, Jesus’ news about God’s Kingdom didn’t jive with the Jewish religious 
system.  They were convinced that it took human effort to earn entrance into God’s Kingdom. 
They made sure to fast twice a week and made a show of it. They would pray loudly and publicly 
at certain times of the day so that everyone else wouldn’t miss how ‘faithful’ they were. 

Jesus’ message of grace through faith clashed against their traditions in almost every way.  
The Religious Leaders couldn’t understand why Jesus’ disciples didn’t respect their example.  
They argued with Jesus that it was not appropriate for him and his disciples to be joyful.  They 
thought that a faithful Jew should be serious and dour.   

However, the message that Jesus brought from God was cause for celebrating.  God was 
making a way into His Kingdom that had never been opened before.  The door to God was 
opened to anyone who accepted Jesus’ forgiveness of sin.  

This was the ‘Good News’ Jesus was sent to preach.  Some received his News with great 
joy, having the humility of heart to know that they needed what Jesus offered.  Others, though, 
thought it nonsense.   

Jesus then told two parables that pointed out the futility of trying to fit God’s ‘new’ News 
into an old pattern of religion.  Nothing about Jesus’ forgiveness would fit into the Old system.   

Jesus’ ‘new’ religion could not be just a ‘patch’ sewn onto the Old faith.  Just like newly 
fermenting wine would expand and burst out of old and cracked wineskins, adding Jesus’ new 
faith to Judaism would ruin both.  

Jesus was saying that the two ways of approaching God are not compatible.  God’s New 
salvation brought fresh perspective on how God was saving those who wanted rescuing.   

Is there a message from this passage for Christians today?  Definitely, yes!  We too, forget 
that we cannot earn God’s Kingdom by our own good deeds.  We too forget that it is Jesus and 
not us who heals our soul.  We too forget how important it is to keep our healed soul, healthy. 

We too, like the Pharisees and their scribes, think of faith as more of an institution than a 
living relationship.  We too are guilty of closing our minds to the new ways God is at work, 
drawing others to His Son.   

It is very, very easy to forget that the real reason Jesus founded his Church was to help 
people find a cure for their ‘sin-sick souls’.   

The first thing Levi did after leaving everything to follow Jesus was to throw a party to 
introduce his ‘sinner’ friends to Jesus.  Maybe we should also throw  a ‘meet and greet’ party 
for Jesus.  Maybe, just maybe, there’s someone who’s been waiting to be invited! 

What would happen if we intentionally focused on being a ‘hospital for sinners?’  What 
would our church look like if we most wanted to be a place where people could meet the One 
who can heal their soul?  

By the work of God in our hearts, I hope that we will be bold enough to find out.     


