
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Lectionary Scripture Passages:  

Genesis 12:1-9; Psalm 33:1-12; Romans 4:13-25; Matthew 9:9-13 and 18-26 
 

Sermon Title: Hard Words of Jesus – I Desire Mercy Not Sacrifice 
Sermon Passage: Matthew 9:9-13 and 18-26 

 
Warm-up 
Have you ever heard the expression “God in a box?”  It refers to the tendency to think we 
have a complete understanding of God.  Even more to the point, having “God in the box” 
also refers to thinking we have all the answers to how people are to live in relationship with 
God and that our way is the only right way.  Let’s be clear, God has revealed much about His 
divine attributes and activities.  We have also been given clear revelation about knowing and 
connecting to God through Jesus Christ.  But, what do you think is the inherent danger in the 
tendency to have “God in the box?” 
 
Introduction 
In Matthew 9:9-13 and 18-26, we find another example of the hard words of Jesus.  In this 
case they are difficult because they call for “mercy not sacrifice” or “mercy not religiosity.”  
What makes these words hard for us is that we seem to prefer the security of the religious 
over the risky-ness and undefined nature of meting out mercy.  It just seems safer, more 
acceptable, less costly, and more secure to practice religion than to venture out of our comfort 
zones. 
 
But Jesus came to usher in what the gospels call “the Kingdom of God” (Matthew seems to 
prefer “Kingdom of Heaven”).  This kingdom (or rule) of God is not about religiosity, about 
following the prescribed rules, or about trying to box God into a mold that fits our limited 
understanding.  As we will see, it is about going beyond these things to the enacting of God’s 
rule in our lives.  And when that rule is enacted in us, God explodes out of the box – healing, 
transforming, bringing new life. 
 
Exploring the Texts 
 
Read Matthew 9:9-13.    
 
1.  Jesus went on from there (Nazareth) and encounters Matthew sitting in a tax collector’s 
booth, probably along the main route that ran from Damascus (in the east) through  
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Capernaum (at the north of the Sea of Galilee) and on to the Mediterranean Sea and down to 
Egypt.  Matthew (Luke and Mark identify him as Levi, son of Alpheus) hears Jesus call him 
to follow.  He leaves the booth and immediately follows Jesus.  Why do you think Matthew 
responds this way? 
 
2.  Verse 10 indicates that Jesus is given generous hospitality by Matthew as he and his 
disciples go to Matthew’s house for dinner.   Hospitality was a sign of friendship in the 
Middle East of Jesus’ day (just as it is today in many Middle Eastern cultures).  Jesus accepts 
the invitation and sits down to dinner.  How does this help you understand the concern 
voiced in verse 11? 
 
Note:  “Tax collectors and Sinners” is a very derogatory description of those who Jesus eats 
with.  The Pharisees who strove to obey the Law of Moses plus the hundreds of rules and 
regulations added to that Law, saw Jesus acting “out of the box” of their understanding of 
what is good and pure religious practice.  They sincerely desired Israel to be a holy, pure 
nation that would honor God.  They had a strong concern for moral purity as they 
interpreted it.  So, how can Jesus be a righteous person if he is now acting like a friend of 
these terrible people?  By the way, “sinners” would refer to notoriously evil people.  “Tax 
collectors” would refer to those who collaborated with Rome in collecting taxes for that 
empire.  “Sinners” would be a term used by the Pharisees to describe all who did not follow 
the Law as they interpreted it. 
 
3.  Why is Jesus acting like a friend to these vile, sinful people? 
 
4.  This is where it gets hard.  Look at Jesus’ response to these Pharisees in verse 13.  What do 
you think he means “I desire mercy, not sacrifice?” 
 
Note:  Eugene Peterson paraphrases verses 12 and 13 this way:  Jesus, overhearing, shot back, 
“Who needs a doctor; the healthy or the sick.  Go figure out what scripture means: ‘I’m 
after mercy, not religion.’  I’m here to invite outsiders, not coddle insiders.” 
 
Hosea 6:6 is the source of the quote.  There we find Hosea speaking against Israel (c. 750 to 
720 B.C.) as the nation continues to resist God and following God’s will.  The prophets, 
including Hosea, spoke, but the people did not listen.  God chastened Israel with the hands of 
the Assyrians who overran the northern Kingdom in 722 B.C.  The people did not turn to 
God.  Through Hosea, God calls out “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.”  God desires human 
hearts tuned to His own, desires obedience, desires our living out the command to love our 
neighbor far and above religiosity and adherence to rules and regulations. 
 
5.  What do you think of Peterson’s paraphrase?  How might you be guilty of being religious 
but not merciful?  Of coddling “insiders” at the expense of inviting “outsiders” into the 
kingdom of God?   Who are the “sinners and tax collectors” we might show mercy to? 
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6.  The Lectionary passages for this week include Genesis 12:1-9.  It describes God’s call to a 
man named Abram, to leave his home and head for a land God will show to him.  Abram 
goes.  We might say he allows God to be “out of the box” in calling him to some unknown 
destination.  How does this event – which comes on the heels of a description of a fallen 
humanity at odds with God (Genesis 3-11) – reveal God’s mercy? 
 
7.  Now look again at Matthew 9, particularly verses 18 through 26.  Two instances in which 
Jesus eschews the mandates of the Law of Moses in order to show mercy.   Read verses 18 
and 19 and compare to Numbers 19:11-13.  Jesus intends to go, put is hands on the girl, and 
restore her to life (he literally does it according to verse 25).  What are the consequences of his 
doing this (according to the religious establishment)?  How does this demonstrate the 
meaning of “I’m after mercy, not religion?” 
 
8.  The second instance is in verses 20 through 22.  The woman has been subject to bleeding 
for 12 years.  Look at Leviticus 15:25-27 to see what the Law prohibits.  Again, how does this 
demonstrate the meaning of “I’m after mercy, not religion?” 
 
9.  Now for the obvious question.  Are there instances where our definition of living a good 
Christian life might be standing in the way of our being conveyers of God’s mercy?  How can 
we encourage and enable one another to be “out of the box” when it comes to expressing 
God’s mercy? 
 
Going Deeper 
 
1.  Romans 4:13-25 describe the dynamics of Abraham (his original name was Abram) and his 
faith.  How does Paul describe Abraham’s faith in these verses?  What obstacles did he face?   
 
2.   What point about faith versus the Law does Paul make by citing the example of 
Abraham? 
 
Note:  Verse 15 may be troublesome – it’s hard to understand.  Paul seems to be citing the 
inadequacy of the Law to deal with the problem of sin.  The Law points out transgression 
and the wrath of God it deserves.  But, where there is no Law there is no transgression and 
wrath.   Jesus has fulfilled the Law by taking the wrath of God upon himself.  We are free 
from the Law (and religiosity as a means of pleasing God) and free to act by faith to convey 
mercy. 
 

Religion can be the enemy of God. It's often what happens when God, like Elvis,  
Has left the building.  A list of instructions where there was once conviction; dogma 

 where once people just did it; a congregation led by a man where once they were 
 led by the Holy Spirit.  Discipline replacing discipleship. 

Michka Assayas, Bono: In Conversation with Michka Assayas (Riverhead Books, 2005) 
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