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 Jesus sees a tax collector named Levi sitting at his tax booth. Jesus calls Levi to follow him. The first thing Levi 
does as Jesus’ disciple is to throw him banquet. And not just “a banquet” but “a great banquet.” Following Jesus involves 
following him to parties.  
 

By Luke chapter 7, Jesus has such a reputation as a partygoer that people said of him, “Here is a glutton and a 
drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.” (When’s the last time someone accused you of gluttony and drunkenness 
because you’re following Jesus?) I love how the old King James puts that verse: “Behold, a gluttonous man and a 
winebibber, a friend of publicans and sinners.” 
 
 But get this: winebibber Jesus and his disciples weren’t throwing these parties for others. Jesus and his disciples 
were the invited guests of the “tax collectors and sinners.” So what Jesus doing, what kind of spirit was he living with, that 
he was receiving and accepting invitations to dine with people whom many would say had their lives on the wrong track? 
 
 For the most part, the church as I’ve experienced it has given me an image of party going Jesus. And even if the 
church had, I think, on a personal level, I’d still be challenged by it. For all of us, there’s some aspect of Jesus that 
challenges who we think he is and what it means to follow him. 
 

I was in a fraternity in college, and part of fraternity life was going to its parties. There were times that I went 
purely out of responsibility to the frat. Have you ever seen someone dance for three hours purely out of responsibility? I 
was that guy. And I did have fun, but then I went to my dorm room and recovered by turning out the lights and listening 
to Rubenstein play Chopin. 
 
 So I have an easier imagining Jesus withdrawing to lonely places to pray, than Jesus in lively discussions at noisy 
banquets. Jesus at ease not only in theological discussion with the religious people, but in hobnob conversations with tax-
collector partygoers. 
 
 The other partygoers Levi invited are what caused the good religious people to raise their eyebrows at Jesus. They 
weren’t the sort whom we ourselves might expect would party with Jesus. 
 

Who today might we incline to think would take part in a banquet in Jesus’ honor? The leading pastors who have 
programs on the radio? The scholars whose books instruct us in biblical living? The elders of the church who guard the 
church’s integrity in a sin-stained world? According to Luke, the equivalent of these people in Jesus day were the ones 
whom Levi did not invite to his banquet for Jesus, because such people didn’t associate with Levi’s crowd of friends. 
 

Levi was a tax collector. Tax collectors had a reputation, quite deservedly so, as people of shady moral values. 
Many colluded with the oppressive Roman government. They took advantage of a tax system open to abuse and 
extortion. Their work put them in contact with people and places the Jewish holiness laws designated impure. So Jewish 
tax collectors like Levi––Levi is a Jewish name––they weren’t regular worship attenders. Levi was never asked to take 
leadership in the congregation. 

 
So it says something about Jesus that when he was out looking for followers who would learn to live like him and 

share his message––he didn’t go to the pastors. He didn’t call one recognized authority on biblical living. His day’s leaders 
of the moment that sought to keep the faith unstained by the world were not among his disciples. Instead, as we hear last 
week, he called people like fishermen. Today he calls a tax collector with no reputation or track record of what the biblical 
living crowd of the day would have called “holy living”? 
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But the first requirement of Jesus’ call hasn’t to do with the person who is called but with the Lord doing the 
calling. The first requirement of Jesus call is Jesus’ sheer grace. Not what someone has or hasn’t done, but what Jesus can 
and will do. Anyone trying to follow Jesus out of a sense of worthiness or a sense of their own rightness has already taken a 
step away from him. Only the person who follows out astonishment at Jesus’ graciousness can be a disciple of the Lord. 

 
Jesus said, “Follow me,” and “Levi got up, [from his tax booth], left everything and followed him.” Levi was so 

astonished at Jesus’ call to follow that his first act of discipleship was to throw Jesus a party. It really does seem like we have 
to view Levi’s banquet for as an act of discipleship because Jesus receives it and then defends it to his critics. 

 
But what does it really mean that Levi “left everything”? Apparently not that Levi just walked away from 

possessions and assets, because the next thing, he was sending out invitations and calling the best caterer in Galilee. Isn’t 
this problematic? That Jesus would take part in a banquet funded perhaps by assets unethically gained?  

 
How many people did Levi extort as a tax collector to afford the fine wine Jesus drank? For how many years did 

he collude with oppressive Rome to buy the banquet’s silver and crystal, and the organic grass-fed filet of beef that Jesus 
ate with the guests? Let’s say we Levi the benefit of the doubt and said he was a completely ethical tax collector. Even 
then, what does it say about Jesus and the kind of reputation he was willing to have that he’d receive generosity from a 
man whom others clearly considered a crook?  

 
That’s a lot of questions, but this is a passage that does lay questions on us. Including questions about whether 

we’ve misunderstood something basic about Jesus’ approach to ministry. And our call to follow how. Something as simple 
as Jesus coming across as likeable to people who, for one reason or another, were distant from religious life. 

 
Mark Labberton served a pastor in Berkeley, CA. In a book he talks about when a man with tattoos of flames that 

“licked their way up his neck to his cheekbones” came visiting at his church. Mark and the man got in conversation and 
man said he’d been asking questions about life that he hadn’t considered for a long time. That we have questions about life 
is a common denominator of the human condition.  

 
Sit down apparently opposite people, say, a die-hard churchgoer down with someone who’s sworn off faith in God 

altogether, and get them talking long and honestly enough, and I think eventually you’re likely to hear a lot of the same 
questions about life. What makes for a good, meaningful life, and how do I live that? What do I do with life’s 
disappointments and failures? What can I really count on in life?  

 
I wonder if these were the sorts of questions Jesus saw within the lives of the people he partied with? I wonder if he 

loved them for having such questions? I wonder if these were the sorts of things that people talked with Jesus about at 
parties? 

 
Jesus responded to critics his banqueting companions by saying, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the 

sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” Maybe you’re never sicker than when you don’t 
have life questions that you can talk about with Jesus over dinner. 

 
Luke says before Jesus called Levi, he “saw him.” Jesus saw in people more than how they appeared on the 

surface. Jesus saw in people more than what they were said to be by others. Just as Jesus saw beneath the surface-level 
piety of good religious folk. And Jesus saw past the labels religious people put on Levi’s party guests. Jesus looked at them 
like he looked at Levi and foresaw what God could do in their lives. Jesus sees not only as we are and as we have been, but 
also for who we can become by God’s action in our lives. 

 
Mark Labberton says the man with the flame tattoos licking his neck, he said, “I go to some churches, and they 

talk a lot about Jesus but little about the world. I go to other churches, and they talk a lot about the world but little about 
Jesus. But here’s what I want to know: if I hang out in your church, will I meet people who are actually like Jesus?” Which 
brings us back to that question of what we imagine Jesus is really like, and whether we know him as the honored guest of a 
party where he’s making friends with those who’ve felt rejected, discounted, and ostracized.  

 
Did Jesus condone the moral choices of the partygoers that did amount to sin? Of course not. But in this story that 

seems beside the point. Because Jesus’ reputation wasn’t that he was getting all known sinners to repent. If it were, the 
people who were criticizing him would have considered him a hero.  



  3 

 
But those who slurred Jesus by saying he partied with all the wrong people, they were actually proclaiming Jesus’ 

embodiment of the gospel. That God doesn’t start wanting us after we’ve gotten our lives together. But as Paul said to the 
Romans, “What we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” And so it was that that Jesus died in the fellowship of sinners, 
one on his right and one on his left, at a most terrible banquet of grace. So it was that all through his ministry, Jesus sought 
fellowship with all kinds of people before they’d repented. He didn’t just act like the friend of sinners. He truly was their 
friend.  

 
What was it about Jesus, about how he came across, that led a tax collector like Levi to listen to him? To leave one 

way of life to start another as Jesus’ apprentice? What was it about Jesus, about his way of being with people, that made 
Levi think that his tax collector friends would to celebrate Jesus with him? 

 
Could it be that, in his being, Jesus exuded what makes someone enjoyable at a party? That he came across to 

others as happy? That Jesus was enjoyable to be around? That Jesus genuinely liked being with people, and that genuinely 
came through? And not just with a certain set of people, but even with those whom staunch religious people had a hard 
time finding common ground with? 

 
In this passage, I can’t get over the image of a supremely happy Jesus, fully caught up in a party with those who’d 

never darken the doors of a church. He’s smiling. He’s laughing. He’s finding common ground. He isn’t anxious or 
uptight. If he’s calling people to repentance, it isn’t a call that’s weighted with guilt or as though from on high. It’s laden 
with love and from the level of the sinner, over dinner conversation and glass of wine, with a posture suggesting that the 
sinner person he’s attending to is the most important person in the world.  

 
Jesus reveals a God who is really happy to be with us. Luke calls us to consider that the Lord we are following, he’s 

someone who, if we met him at a party, we’d really enjoying being with him. And if Jesus genuinely wants relationship 
with you and me, it means he’s also genuinely interested in someone who’d never darken the door of a church on their 
own. But who just might go to a party.  

 
Which begs one last quest: If the church follows Jesus, why don’t we have a reputation for banqueting as 

graciously as our Lord? But I suppose that’s why Jesus calls us to repent and to follow him. Amen. 


