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 “Go and Learn” 

 Hosea 5:8-6:6; Matthew 9:9-13 

 

 Monday, January 28th marked the first day of tax season for this year.  And with that news many 

people began the process of getting tax information ready and filling out forms - and we can already 

hear the groans! For inevitably we begin to hear remarks about the whole system of taxes and especially 

about the role of those who collect them.  There is something about the whole system of collecting 

taxes that has always raised people’s blood pressure!  It was even true in Jesus’ time.  For one of the 

things Jesus did was call a tax man named Matthew to follow him and the Pharisees in particular did 

not understand!   

 For in first century Roman-occupied Palestine there was no one more despised than the tax 

collectors.  The tax collectors were Jews who were contract workers for Rome.  That alone made them 

suspect.  They were personally responsible for paying the taxes due from their area, but Rome turned a 

blind eye to their practice of collecting more than was necessary to line their pockets.  It was believed 

that every tax collector was corrupt and therefore shady characters that no one wanted to associate with.   

 And so when Jesus saw Matthew sitting at his tax booth and said “Follow me” and Matthew got 

up and followed we understand that many people were puzzled.  We are not told what happened within 

Matthew to make him respond or anything about his decision but we are told what Jesus did after he 

called Matthew.  Jesus did not lead Matthew to the synagogue or the Temple to seek forgiveness for his 

sins.  He did not tell him everything he had done wrong.  What Jesus did was to sit at table with 

Matthew presumably in Matthew’s home.  As I was thinking about that this week I realized that what is 

implied here is that Jesus went to get to know Matthew in Matthew’s own setting - where Matthew 

would be comfortable to share his life with Jesus.  And as we would expect Matthew’s friends were 
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other tax collectors and sinners - for others would probably not associate with him.   

 When the Pharisees saw what Jesus had done - when they realized he had gone to sit at table 

with the despised, sinful tax collectors - they couldn’t believe their eyes! They questioned Jesus’ 

disciples - Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners? 

 Jesus overheard them - that may have been their intention all along! - and his response is what I 

want us to think about this morning.  For his words were a challenge not only to the Pharisees but to the 

disciples and to us and within his response we find what guided Jesus in his ministry and offers us 

guidance as his disciples. 

 Jesus said: Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. Go and 

learn what this means: “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.” For I have come to call not the righteous but 

sinners.  In other words: “Who needs a doctor: the healthy or the sick?”  Most of us don’t go to see a 

doctor unless we are sick - except for a well visit once a year.  We have no need of their services.  That 

makes sense but it is the next sentence that is powerful - Go and learn - Go and learn what this means - 

and then he quoted a passage of scripture that the faithful Jews - the Pharisees and all who heard him - 

would know just as we know John 3:16 today. Jesus sent them to scripture - to God’s words found in 

the Old Testament prophecy of Hosea. To these words “I desire mercy not sacrifice.”   

 Jesus wanted them to remember what God desired of them for that was what guided Jesus’ life 

and ministry.  The prophet Hosea’s words were spoken to both the Northern and the Southern kingdom 

in the final days before Assyria defeated the Northern kingdom in 722 BCE.   Hosea referred to the 

Northern Kingdom as Ephraim which was the largest tribe.  Hosea’s words spoke of a time when both 

kingdoms - Ephraim - the Northern Kingdom and Judah - the Southern kingdom - had strayed from 

God and God was waiting for them to acknowledge their guilt - to hit rock bottom and to finally come 

looking for God again.  Jesus believed that was what was needed in his day especially from the 
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Pharisees and others who questioned his actions.  The people needed to “return to the Lord” for it was 

the Lord who would heal them.  The Lord would bind them up.  God was the physician who offered 

healing to those who were sick for God was faithful, his love and caring was always present. Just as 

“sure as the dawn” and the “spring rains that water the earth”  God was faithful and was waiting for 

them to remember him - to come to him so he could heal them.   

 But the people of Israel and Judah had forgotten.  Their love was like a morning cloud that 

blows away and like the dew that disappears with the warmth of the day.  Jesus was challenging the 

leaders of the first century to see that they too had forgotten God’s desires - God’s call upon their lives.  

Hosea’s words had been that God “desires steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God 

rather than burnt offerings.”   

 The words of Hosea and Jesus’ words are still relevant in our world today for many in the 

church of Jesus Christ have forgotten what God desires from us.  It is a tendency that the church has 

struggled with for centuries and once again as we look across the landscape of Christendom in the 21st 

century we see that many have forgotten God and turned from God’s ways and God’s desires. Many are 

more concerned about the rituals of worship, doing things decently and in order as we have always 

done them, and staying close to the letter of the law they believe in ignoring the heart of the law that is 

love.  Many have forgotten that God’s desire - God’s deepest prayer for each of us - is that we would 

know God intimately and learn to show steadfast love, faithfulness and mercy to God and one another.     

 The word translated steadfast love in Hosea and mercy in Matthew is hesed.  A Hebrew word 

that doesn’t have a direct correlation in English.  It means loving kindness, mercy, loyalty, faithfulness, 

compassion.  At its core it means the kind of love God has for us - a loyal love that remains faithful to 

the Word of God and to the people of God and the kind of love God desires that we show to one 

another because of our covenant relationship with God.  By referring the Pharisees to this passage Jesus 
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was reminding them that what mattered was how they lived their lives - how they loved one another - 

not how strictly they adhered to the laws, especially the laws that related to the rituals of sacrifice in the 

Temple.  He wanted them to remember that God desired action - action that showed love to others.  

This was what mattered most to God and just as the people of Hosea’s time had forgotten this the 

people of Jesus’ day had as well.  What Jesus had done by sitting at table with the tax collectors was 

what God desired for God’s love embraces all kinds of people.  And God’s love is a kindness, a 

compassion, a mercy that reaches out with love to everyone regardless of who they are and what they 

have done in their lives.  

 On Facebook the other day a friend posted a story with a picture of something that happened on 

a sky train.  I am not even sure where this was. There was a six foot five man suffering from drug abuse 

and/or mental health issues who got on the sky train.  He was being very aggressive on the bus with 

erratic movements, cursing, shouting, etc.  While everyone was scared, one seventy year old woman 

seated nearby reached out her hand, tightly gripped his hand until he calmed down, and sat down 

silently, with eventual tears in his eyes.  Someone on the train spoke to her after the incident and this is 

how she explained her actions “I’m a mother and he needed someone to touch.”  And she started to cry 

for she had great compassion in her heart for him.   Friends, there are so many people in our world who 

need to feel the touch of love and it is as simple as reaching out and taking a hand.  For when we have 

felt God’s love in our lives we remember that God calls us to offer that same touch to others.  That is 

what Jesus did when he sat down to eat with the tax collectors and sinners - his very presence among 

them touched their hearts and they felt his loving kindness. 

 For my friends, only when we have learned this important lesson - only when we have begun to 

act as Jesus did offering compassion and love to others - to all kinds of people - welcoming the 

outsiders into our community are we living as God desires us to.  The call of Matthew and Jesus’ 
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confrontation with the Pharisees over sitting at table with the tax collectors and sinners reminds us that 

the example Jesus set for us is one that invites everyone to the table - to community, takes the initiative 

to reach out to those in need and models God’s steadfast love, mercy and compassion.   

 There is an old story about a man who was visiting a friend who had five children. Dad got 

called to the phone which left the man with the kids. He asked one of the little girls about her doll 

collection: "Which one is your favorite?"  "Promise you won't laugh if I tell you?" she answered.  

 "No, I won't laugh," he said. She went into the next room and brought back a doll that was the 

most tattered, dilapidated, worn-out doll he had ever seen, a real refugee from the trash heap. All the 

hair was missing, the nose was broken off and an arm was cracked. He didn't laugh, but he couldn't 

cover his surprise.  So, he asked, "Why do you love this one the most?"  The little girl replied, "Because 

she needs it the most. If I didn't love her, nobody would." (https://sermons.com/sermon/the-challenge-the-call-the-

cure/1441734) 

 

 Friends, the outsiders, those who have never heard the good news of the gospel, those who are 

sinners in the sight of God just like we are,  those who are struggling every day to survive need our love 

and compassion.  That is why Jesus calls us to open our hearts, our minds  and our doors of the church 

to those in need.  If we don’t love them in the name of Jesus Christ - who will?   

 Our challenge is to go and learn how to do this following Christ’s example by reaching out to 

outsiders - to those in our community who are not like us - to those in need of our touch - offering 

God’s love and compassion to others.  The leaders of this church are trying to learn what this means for 

us today.  We pray that you will join us as we are seeking to learn what it means to be faithful to God’s 

desires and to know and share God’s love with others through kindness, compassion and mercy.   

Someone wrote recently that the mark of a great church is not how many people come but how many  
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people live differently as a result of having been there.  (@howard koepka)   May we go and learn ....   

  


