
Mark 2:13-17 Calling of Levi/Matthew 

Mark used John the Baptist to introduce us to Jesus in his gospel. He then recorded the baptism 
and temptation of Jesus, the calling of His first disciples and His growing popularity as He 
healed the sick and cast out demons. Mark 1:38 tells us that, because so many simply wanted to 
be healed or see Him heal, Jesus decided to leave Capernaum. Jesus continued to teach and heal 
the sick in the villages of Galilee. Mark’s initial section ended with Jesus healing a paralytic who 
had been lowered down to Him through the roof. 

Mark then tells us that opposition to Jesus began to increase. Mark will focus on 4 questions, 
three asked by those who opposed Him and one by Jesus Himself. The initial question is “Why 
do you eat with sinners?” Next, they asked Jesus, according to Mark 2:18, “Why don’t your 
disciples fast like the disciples of John?” In verse 24 Jesus was also asked about the Sabbath 
and then in 3:4 Jesus asked the Pharisees if it was legitimate to do good on the Sabbath. 

Read Mark 2:13-14. Who was Levi and why did the calling of him cause such a stir? From 
Matthew’s gospel, we find that the Levi of Mark and Luke is none other than Matthew the 
disciple who wrote the gospel that bears his name. We cannot tell if Levi was his Jewish name 
and Matthew his Greek name or if his birth name was Levi but, like Simon whom Jesus re-
named Peter, Levi was given the name “Matthew” by Jesus. Matthew means “Gift of God.”  

Being named “Levi” we can be very certain his father, Alphaeus, was a priest. He undoubtedly 
was given the name “Levi” with the expectation that he would follow in his father's footsteps and 
serve in the temple. As a future priest, he would have been given the best education possible, 
especially being taught the Scriptures.  He learned them well. In his Gospel, Matthew quotes the 
Old Testament at least 99 times, more than all the Gospels combined.  

Most Galileans had limited education but future priests were well educated. He had so much 
potential. But then everything seemed to go wrong. Instead of a love for God and the temple he 
embraced a love of money. That seemed to be all Matthew had on his mind. He loved money so 
much he went to work as a collector of taxes. Not only had he rejected his place as a priest but he 
had become a traitor to Israel. Only the scum of the earth worked for the Romans. He was worse 
than a Gentile. Because he had chosen such a life he was forbidden to worship in the very temple 
he was born to serve in. 

As a tax collector, Matthew was a social outcast that no one trusted. No righteous person would 
even talk to him unless he had to pay a tax. Whenever possible a Jew, coming upon a tax-
collector, would spit on the ground and hiss like a snake. No self-respecting Jew would ever 
consider that profession, let alone one born in a priestly family. Today it would be like someone 
from a good Christian home becoming a distributor of child pornography.  

Realistically the people had a legitimate reason to hate tax collectors. In the days of Jesus, tax 
collectors really were thieves and people had every right to detest them. A tax collector was 



responsible to turn a certain amount over to the Romans but anything over that could be kept for 
themselves. Tax-collectors set any rate they wanted, which enabled them to extort exorbitant 
amounts at will. Capernaum was located at some major trade crossroads so any tax booth there 
was extremely lucrative.   

Can you imagine the surprise of everyone when Jesus said to Matthew, “Follow me”? Then we 
are told “Levi got up and followed him.” That is the same invitation Jesus had given to the 
other disciples. It is the same invitation Jesus gives to all of us. Note something significant about 
Matthew’s response. The other men called to be disciples left their fishing businesses when 
called but they always had the option of returning to it. When Matthew walked away from that 
tax booth he knew he could never return. He literally turned his back on his old life, which is 
exactly what we are called to do when we make a commit to follow Jesus. Calling ourselves 
Christians or “followers of Christ” means forsaking of the old ways.  

Mark omits details of what followed initially as Matthew chose to follow, picking up the story a 
bit later. Read Mark 2:15. Luke 5:29 tells us it was Matthew who threw the party for his friends. 
The idea of an evangelistic meal gives us a fascinating insight into the change that took place in 
Matthew’s life. Immediately after recognizing that Jesus was worthy of following, he gathered 
others so they too could meet Jesus. Matthew was saying, “Come meet the man who changed my 
life so radically that I am throwing off my old life so I can give myself totally to Him.”  One of 
the obvious questions that flows from this is “How anxious are we to gather our friends around 
us so we can share with them what Jesus means to us?” How many non-Christians do we take the 
time to get to know and love so we can present Jesus to them?  

If ever there was a group of individuals that the establishment looked down on it was that dinner 
party. The only people who would have gone to his house were fellow tax collectors and other 
similar sinners. Luke 7;29 tells us, however, that the guests who were there all drew near to 
Jesus. Who would have guessed! 

Read Mark 2: 16. The religious leaders were appalled that Jesus would spend time with the likes 
of those men.  

Read Jesus’ response in Mark 2:17. Jesus’ response was very simple. He said He came not for the 
well but for the sick. Jesus came to save those who know they are sinners and need help. That is 
always the case. Men and women who do not think they are sinners or believe that somehow 
their good outweighs their evil still ignore Jesus. It is only when one knows he cannot save 
himself that he is willing to acknowledge his need as a sinner of a Savior. The only answer is 
grace as one accepts the provision of Jesus on the Cross.  

Jesus invited Matthew to be a disciple and how thankful we should be for that choice because 
Matthew went on to write the account of Jesus’ ministry that bears his name. Interestingly, it is 
the most Jewish of all the Gospels, written specifically to communicate to those who at one point 
despised Him that Jesus is the promised Messiah. After all the ugly things they must have said 



about him when he was a tax collector it is interesting that the Jews were his biggest burden. To 
the Jews his primary message, in addition to the truth that Jesus is the promised Messiah, was 
that forgiveness of sins is available through Jesus. How vividly Matthew had personally 
experienced that. 

Alexander Whyte, in his study of Matthew, suggested that the only thing Matthew took with him 
when he left his tax collecting booth was his pen. When you read his Gospel, you get the distinct 
impression that Matthew took notes on the sermons and teachings of Jesus. Think about his 
account of the Sermon on the Mount. One cannot imagine having memorized all of that so it 
seems likely he took notes on it. Someone has estimated that 3/5 or 60% of the verses in his 
Gospel are direct quotes from Jesus (644 of 1068 verses).  

There are many lessons from the call of Matthew. Certainly, there is a message to be shared if 
anyone ever thinks they are beyond the love of Jesus and His call to follow Him. No one in 
Matthew’s day would have expected him to be a follower of Jesus, let alone a disciple but Jesus 
calls all, regardless of what they have done in the past, to follow Him. The “whosoever believes” 
definitely excludes no one. Matthew is a reminder that no one is beyond the reach of God's love 
and grace. 

Matthew. The last person anyone but God would have considered a candidate to be a disciple. 
God, however, sees individuals, including each of us, not as the world sees us or as we see 
ourselves but as objects of His great love.  He sees not just who we are but who we can become 
for Him.  

This passage also presents us with the challenge to follow Matthew’s example and find creative 
ways to present Jesus to our friends and neighbors. We might be surprised at how many really do 
want to hear more, especially if our walk talk is genuine.  


