
"We are all in this together" 

(Matthew 9:9-13) 

 

 Matthew was one of Jesus's disciples, and the book he wrote describes many key 
events in the three-plus years of Jesus's ministry. Matthew's first encounter with Jesus 
reveals that when it comes to sinners, God has two categories. Just Two. 

As Jesus was walking along, he saw a man named Matthew sitting at his tax collector's 
booth. "Follow me and be my disciple," Jesus said to him. So Matthew got up and 
followed him. Later, Matthew invited Jesus and his disciples to his home as dinner 
guests, along with many tax collectors and other disreputable sinners. But when the 
Pharisees (Spiritual Teachers) saw this they asked his disciples, "Why does your 
teacher eat with such scum?" 

When Jesus heard this, he said, "Healthy people don't need a doctor--sick people do." 
Then he added, "Now go and learn the meaning of this scripture: "I want you to show 
mercy, not offer sacrifices." For I have come to call not those who think they are 
righteous, but those who know they are sinners."  

Matthew was a tax collector. Everywhere he went, he was hated, feared and rejected. 
Until he met Jesus. Matthew never forgot the inexplicable willingness of this man to look 
past his occupation and to see him as a person. In Jesus's conversation with Matthew, 
he lumps all of humanity into two groups: people who think they are righteous and 
people who know they are sinners. That's it. No sliding scale, no grading on the curve, 
no relative goodness or subjective labels. We either pretend we don't need him or we 
acknowledge we do. 

The common fact is that we all need help. The catch is that we don't all admit it. Rather 
than realizing everyone is in this together, that we are all in need of help, we often prop 
up our self-esteem by looking at people who do supposedly worse things than us. 

We need to abandon our scale and adopt God's because our misguided labels keep us 
from the right kind of interaction with people. We assume we know where they are on 
the rating scale, and we assume we know whether they are ready or not to hear about 
Jesus and give their lives to God. In reality, for many people, the greatest hindrance to 
receiving the grace of God is not their scandalous sins--it's their empty good deeds.  

 

  



 

It's obvious some people have problems. But for the man who lives in his two-story 
home on a quiet cul-de-sac, keeps his lawn mowed and his cars washed, stays faithful 
to his wife, works hard at his job, pays his bills, and never cheats on his taxes--for that 
model citizen, it's not so obvious. He might compare his goodness to others' badness 
and  think, I'm a morally sound person. I'm doing pretty well. I don't need help. 

Our superficial labeling system also guarantees that we will never find freedom 
ourselves. It takes courage and humility to recognize we are as messed as the drug 
addict next door, and many of us never get that honest with ourselves. If we can't be 
honest with ourselves, we'll never be honest with God. We'll continue to whitewash our 
dark sides and flaunt our good deeds, and nothing with ever change. 

Jesus befriended Matthew and the Pharisees especially couldn't handle that. Pharisees 
were the spiritual teachers of the day. They were experts in Jewish religious law--a set 
of hundreds of man-made rules that attempted to apply the Ten Commandments to 
everyday life. They had regulations from everything from washing hands to tying loads 
on camels. When we find Pharisees in the Bible, they are usually doing one thing: 
pointing out sinners. Condemning people was part of their daily routine. They had made 
careers out of ridiculing broken souls. It was the ultimate job security. 

The Pharisees were bent for the law, but they didn't understand the love of God. They 
imposed judgment without mercy, punishment without love, criticism without 
understanding. In the name of hating sin, the Pharisees ended up hating sinners. 
Perhaps worst of all, they concluded that their separation from sinners was what made 
them holy. The measuring stick of their goodness was the badness of people they 
rejected. That's why it was difficult for Jewish religious leaders to understand Jesus.  

They were waiting for a Messiah, a Savior, and they assumed he would be like them. 
He would wear distinguished robes and be above and separated from nasty people. He 
would walk the streets with his head held high and expect everyone to get out of the 
way in reverence. They assumed God would come down and be just like them. They 
were wrong! 

 

 

  

 



Jesus made a point of seeking out sinners and befriending them. He wasn't concerned 
with his reputation. He wasn't trying to prop up his image by putting others down. He 
was God and he was perfect, yet he declared by his actions that he did not condemn 
the worst of sinners. Ironically, Jesus's harshest words were directed at the holier- than-
thou Pharisees. He saw through their supposed spiritual arrogance. Ultimately, it was 
the religious leaders who demanded his crucifixion, and they stirred up the crowds  until 
the Roman rulers were forced to carry out their wishes. Notorious sinners didn't kill 
Jesus. Religious people did! 

Before we continue to be frustrated with the Pharisees, though, realize that inside each 
of us is a Pharisee trying to get out. It's happened to me. No sooner do I conquer a bad 
habit than I become the biggest critic of anyone who still does what I just stopped doing. 
I find that righteous indignation comes a lot easier than humility and compassion. 
Mentally chastising the bad deeds of other people is more comfortable than dealing with 
my own. 

We readily recognize that other people have problems. But think for a moment: those 
evil people most likely don't see themselves as evil. If they start to feel pangs of guilt, 
they just look further down the holiness food chain, find someone worse off, and 
continue to justify themselves. So now I have to ask myself, how come I assume I'm 
near the top of that food chain? And on a related note, who is looking at me and using 
my mistakes to prop up their self-esteem? Just the thought puts me on the defensive, 
but it's a fair question. 

Here's what I do. I make up laws or rules to fit my standard of living, then I judge you by 
them. If you follow my rules, you are a good person. If you break my rules, you are a 
bad person. If you have stricter rules than me, you're a prude who just needs to lighten 
up. It's so convenient and so deluded!  If our definition of sin is "doing bad things," then 
we all agree sin exists. People do bad things. Even if my definition of bad differs from 
someone else's, we still agree that rape is wrong, Genocide is evil and Racial 
discrimination is appalling.  

The problem is that we don't like to include ourselves in the same category as rapists 
and murders. They sin. We just mess up. When we are confronted with our own 
badness, we do the National Geographic thing: fight or flight. We lash out, pointing 
fingers and calling people names. Or we hide behind our philosophical beliefs of cosmic 
good and evil, and we overly promote our thoughts about love and tolerance and how 
that would make all the bad in the world go away. 

 

  



It's a smoke screen, a defense mechanism to deflect attention from the gaping holes in 
our holiness. I don't mean to insult anyone. But freedom starts with honesty. We aren't 
doing ourselves any favors by defining ourselves as being good and others as bad. 
Let's just agree that we all need help, that we are all in this together. The good news is 
that Jesus came to reveal a God who defines us not by our actions but by his love. 

Why, then, do I so easily revert to law and rules and regulations when I look at people 
who are considered disreputable sinners? The ones whose sordid antics are the topics 
of TV talk shows, or those who sell themselves for sex on any city street every night, or 
who steal and kill and rape? I can think of one reason, though I'd rather not admit it: my 
rules distant me from bad people. I separate myself from sinners. I don't have to deal 
with their pain. I don't have to walk in their shoes or love them or let my heart break with 
theirs. I don't have to get my hands dirty helping them put the pieces of their lives back 
together. 

I can justify rudeness and indifference when my heart should bleed with compassion. I 
can ignore the fact that but by the grace of God I would be doing exactly what they are 
doing. Take it a step further. If I separate myself from sinners, I can afford the luxury of 
celebrating their punishment. When they get what's coming to them, I feel a sadistic 
sense of pleasure. They deserved it, after all. Don't get me wrong. I'm not arguing that 
we abolish judgment in society--just that we abolish judgmentalism.  

If I separate myself from sinners, I don't risk my own reputation. I remain a member in 
good standing of the holier-than-thou club, where we sit around congratulating each 
other on how much better we look than anyone else while agreeing that the world is 
going to hell in a hand-basket (whatever a hand-basket is) and complaining that the 
government isn't doing it's job very well, and we could do it better if someone would just 
ask.  

Most telling of all, if I separate myself from bad people, I feel better about myself. 
Because compared to them, I'm doing pretty well. Again, please don't misunderstand. I 
don't think rules are horrible. It's how we use them that can be horrible. I have rules for 
my family for their protection. Our society has laws for our own good. I am completely in 
favor of authority, order, justice and structure.  

We just have to remember that rules are not proof of our spirituality. If anything, they are 
proof of our sinfulness, a reminder that we have a tendency toward wrongdoing and that 
we need help. The Pharisees were so obsessed with fulfilling the laws that they missed 
the point of the law: to love God and to love others! They thought their sacrifices made 
God happy while everyone else's sinfulness made him mad. Jesus showed them they 
couldn't be farther from the truth. The sin of the people aroused God's compassion, not 
his anger. 



And the sacrifices of the self-righteous meant little to God because their hearts were 
actually far from him. Jesus was obsessed with showing mercy to those who deserved 
it. He was passionate about giving hope to helpless people. He was committed to 
showing grace to the worst of sinners. And if I'm honest, that includes me. Deep inside, I 
am painfully aware that I still wrestle with wrong thoughts. I still get impatient with my 
family and sometimes treat my better half rudely. I still make decisions out of ego and 
evil rather than love. Whether I am better than you or worse than you, really doesn't 
matter. What matters is that I recognize my need for Jesus! 

Rather than rejecting people out of a false sense of superiority, rather than judging and 
condemning those whose lives don't measure up to my standard of holiness, I need to 
remember that I am still desperately in need of Jesus's grace. Jesus befriends the 
worst of sinners, so Jesus befriends me! 

 

  

 

 


