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Questioning Our Assumptions 

(Mark 2:13-3:6) 

 I hate shopping for clothes because I never know what I’m looking for except that whatever store I’m in doesn’t 
have it and so I do most of my clothes shopping with my wife who knows her way around a clothing store.   So 
we’re at Macy’s because I needed some pants and I made the mistake of leaving Laurie in the women’s 
department.  I mean, what could go wrong?  I know my size and I had seen a dressier version of Dockers advertised 
at Macy’s that I thought might work for me.  I found a saleswoman and asked if they had any “Slats?” She told me 
they had lots and pointed me to the racks and racks of pants.  I thought this will be easier than I thought and began 
to look through those racks but I couldn’t find a single pair of Slats.  I went back and told the saleswoman I was 
having a hard time finding Slats and she said, “Slats?  I thought you said ‘Slacks.’  I’ve never heard of Slats.”  I 
thought she must be new here because Macy’s was adverting their Slats daily on TV; so I left to find my wife who 
was still in the women’s department.  I said, “I can’t believe it.  The saleswoman says they don’t have Slats.”  Laurie 
began to giggle. “Did you ask the saleswoman for Slats?”  I said “Yeah but she said they only had slacks.”  Laurie is 
now laughing so hard she can barely speak.  “They’re not called Slats…they’re Slates.”  Well, to this day I have 
never owned a pair of Slates or Slats.  Have you ever assumed you knew what you were talking about and didn’t?  
So much of what we believe is based upon assumptions which we just assume are true without ever questioning or 
investigating them.  : Yet if our assumptions are wrong, they can put you in embarrassing situations or worse.   

We are making our way through the Gospel of Mark in a series we’re calling Kingdom or Culture?  Jesus comes 
proclaiming the coming of the kingdom of God and He continually contrasts that kingdom with the culture of first 
century Israel.  Over and over we hear Him say in effect, “Here’s what you think but here’s what God thinks,” 
which is why He finds Himself in constant conflict with His culture.  According to the Bible, we will either be shaped 
by our culture or by God’s kingdom and so we’re looking at how Jesus confronted His own culture, how He 
confronts our culture and how He confronts us over the next five months to learn how to become His disciple 
rather than the disciple of our culture.  Jesus went out of His way to question the assumptions people in Israel 
were making because those assumptions were preventing them from entering the kingdom of God; and Jesus 
usually does this by confronting the assumptions of the Pharisees. So who were the Pharisees and why do they 
appear so often in the gospels?  “Pharisee” comes from the Hebrew word for separatist.  The Pharisees were very 
conservative tradesmen and businessmen who were known for their strict avoidance of anything which might 
make them impure before God.  Their motive may have been to honor God but the inevitable result was an 
apartheid policy toward everyone who wasn’t part of their exclusive sect - Gentiles, Samaritans, sinners, even 
fellow Jews who didn’t have the leisure to devote themselves to study like the Pharisees had.  In the Gospels, the 
Pharisees usually appear as opponents of Jesus, critical of His behavior, hostile in their questions, and malicious in 
their intent because as we’ll see, Jesus goes out of His way to question the things they hold most dear.   This 
morning we’re going to look at several of these confrontations as Jesus questions one fundamental assumption of 
His culture: that a culture’s traditions are of ultimate importance.  First century Israel was a traditional society 
ruled by religious traditions which had actually replaced God and His word as the foundation of Israeli society.  
People assumed that if they kept the traditions, they were good Jews and pleasing to God, even though those 
traditions were created not by God but by men.  In this passage, Jesus specifically confronts three unquestioned 
assumptions about tradition; that tradition determined a person’s place in society; that tradition determined the 
reality of a person’s relationship with God: and that keeping the traditions was more important than meeting real 



human needs.  These stories appear in Matthew, Mark and Luke because the authors believed they are central to 
understanding Jesus.  Our culture doesn’t make the same assumptions first century Israeli culture made.  The point 
of these stories is that Jesus confronts any and every culture’s assumptions if they prevent people from coming to 
faith in Him. 

The first assumption Jesus questions is that a person’s social standing is determined by how carefully they follow 
the traditions and that people who don’t follow tradition are to be avoided.  Good people just don’t hang out with 
bad people.  Let’s begin with Mark 2:14. “As He passed by, He saw Levi the {son} of Alphaeus sitting in the tax 
booth, and He *said to him, "Follow Me!" And he got up and followed Him.  And hearing {this,} Jesus *said to them, 
"{It is} not those who are healthy who need a physician, but those who are sick; I did not come to call the righteous, 
but sinners."  So far, most of Jesus’ disciples have come from the fishermen on the Sea of Galilee but now Jesus 
does something which shocks everyone.  He asks a tax-collector to join His disciples.  This tax collector’s name is 
Levi who was also called Matthew, the author of the first gospel in the NT.   Levi walks away from the security of 
government service and follows Jesus into a completely new life which surprises everybody.  You see, tax 
collectors were a permanent fixture on Jerusalem’s the 10 Least- Admired Professions list.  They were Jews 
employed by Rome to fleece their countrymen.  They could collect as much tax as they were able as long as they 
gave Rome their cut.  They were usually corrupt and most of them were named “Vinnie.”  They didn’t show up at 
the synagogue because they weren’t welcome there.  Yet Jesus chooses a tax collector to be His disciple, knowing 
full well that this would absolutely scandalize traditional Jewish society.  Levi is so excited about it that he gives a 
party for Jesus.”And it happened that He was reclining {at the table} in his house, and many tax collectors and 
sinners were dining with Jesus and His disciples; for there were many of them, and they were following Him.”  Levi 
invites all his friends to a dinner with Jesus.  Of course, the only friends tax collectors had were other tax collectors 
and people from the wrong side of the tracks – people with whom no good Jew would ever associate; and yet 
Jesus goes to Levi’s house with His disciples in tow.  “When the scribes of the Pharisees saw that He was eating 
with the sinners and tax collectors, they said to His disciples, "Why is He eating and drinking with tax collectors and 
sinners?"  Predictably the Pharisees are shocked by Jesus’ behavior.  In that culture, you only ate with people you 
considered friends, and equals.  Eating with someone was your stamp of approval on their character and lifestyle.  
Jews never ate with Gentiles and the Pharisees took that even further.  They refused to eat with irreligious or non-
practicing Jews or even with the common people who didn’t know the Law as well as they did.  They only ate with 
other Pharisees.  But Jesus will eat with anybody.   So the Pharisees ask, "Why do you eat and drink with the tax 
collectors and sinners?"   Listen to Jesus’ answer. And hearing {this,} Jesus *said to them, "{It is} not those who are 
healthy who need a physician, but those who are sick; I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners." (Mark 2:17)  
“You guys don’t get it, do you?  This isn’t a party.  This is an intensive care ward.  Where else would you expect to 
find a doctor?”  The Pharisees saw the tax collectors, the prostitutes, and all the other irreligious people as a threat; 
as people who could pollute them and bring them down and make them sin; as people to be avoided.  Jesus saw 
them as people in need.  A physician doesn’t hang around with sick people because he wants to get sick.  He hangs 
out with sick people because they need him to get well.  Jesus answers, “Why do I hang out with sinners?  They are 
the reason I’m here.  I didn’t come to call righteous people (as if any of us are righteous).  I came to call sinners.”  
Jesus’ culture assumed that people who didn’t follow the traditions were the enemy. Jesus saw them as sick 
people in need of healing; as people who needed love and a relationship with Him.  Tradition divides people into 
categories; there are good people and bad people.  Associate with the good, avoid the bad.  But Jesus challenges 
that assumption.  He not only associates with those His culture avoids,   He says, “These folks are redeemable. 
They can be saved.  They are not a lost cause.  They can change.  That’s why God sent Me.”  The Jews assumed that 
God cared more about tradition than He did about people but Jesus told them they were mistaken. 
 

The next assumption that Jesus questions is that tradition defines spirituality: that tradition determined the reality 
of a person’s relationship with God and once again, Jesus goes out of His way to question that assumption.  “John's 
disciples and the Pharisees were fasting; and they *came and *said to Him, "Why do John's disciples and the 
disciples of the Pharisees fast, but Your disciples do not fast?" Tradition dictated that Jews fast twice a week - on 
Mondays and Thursdays.  Levi’s party must have been on a Monday or Thursday and so the Pharisees are not only 



upset about who Jesus is eating with, they’re upset that Jesus is eating.  “We can tell You’re not committed to God. 
If You were, you’d be fasting like we and the disciples of John the Baptist and all spiritual Jews are today.”  And 
Jesus said to them, "While the bridegroom is with them, the attendants of the bridegroom cannot fast, can they? So 
long as they have the bridegroom with them, they cannot fast.”  Jewish weddings were great.  Everybody - and I 
mean EVERYBODY had to be happy.  It was the law.  A wedding wasn’t the time to fast or mourn for your sins; and 
especially if you were part of the bridal party who accompanied the groom as he walked from his house to his 
bride’s home.  It was New Years Eve, Mardi Gras and a 4th of July parade all rolled into one.  Everybody is rejoicing 
and happy and celebrating.  And if you weren’t, you were breaking Jewish law.  A wedding was to be celebrated  
and fasting was completely inappropriate.  Jesus says, “I’m the bridegroom.  Now is not the time for My disciples 
to be fasting. “But the days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in that 
day.  This is an early prediction of the cross.  Jesus knows that Israel will ultimately reject Him as their Messiah and 
that He will be taken away from His disciples.  That’s when THEY will fast - when they no longer have Him. There’s 
nothing wrong with fasting.  Fasting is a biblical practice which enables us to draw closer to God.  And the disciples 
did fast and pray AFTER Jesus returned to heaven.  Fasting is good - it just wasn’t appropriate at this time.  Jesus 
was with them.  They didn’t need to fast to draw near to Him because He was already near. “No one sews a patch 
of unshrunk cloth on an old garment; otherwise the patch pulls away from it, the new from the old, and a worse 
tear results. No one puts new wine into old wineskins; otherwise the wine will burst the skins, and the wine is lost 
and the skins {as well;} but {one puts} new wine into fresh wineskins."  (Mark 2:18-22) You don’t tear up a new shirt 
to patch an old one; first because it would be stupid, and secondly if you patch cloth that has been shrunk with 
unshrunk cloth, when the unshrunk cloth is washed the first time, it will pull away from the shrunk cloth and the 
patch will tear.  And you don’t put new wine in old wineskins because as the new wine begins to ferment, the 
gases will burst the old, brittle wineskins because they can’t expand anymore.  They’ve already been stretched to 
their limit.  New wine goes into new wineskins because new wineskins will stretch to accommodate the new wine.  
Jesus didn’t come to patch up the traditions.  He’s bringing something brand new which the old wineskins of 
tradition won’t be able to contain.  However, some people - like the Pharisees - are so attached to the old wine of 
tradition that they don’t want the new wine Jesus brings.  The Pharisees focused on fasting and prayer and Bible 
reading as ends in themselves and a way of judging whether a person is spiritual or not.  “If you’re godly, you fast.”  
It’s a litmus test of your spirituality.  But Jesus looked at fasting and any other spiritual discipline as a means to an 
end; getting closer to God.  And since God was with His disciples at this point, fasting wasn’t appropriate.  The Jews 
assumed that tradition defines spirituality: that you could judge a person’s relationship to God by how 
conscientiously they observed the traditions an Jesus challenges that assumption as well. Now there’s nothing 
wrong with fasting - or Bible study - or prayer - or church attendance.  But you can do all those things without ever 
coming to know God or submitting your will to God.  Those things are only a means to an end and if they aren’t 
helping you reach the end, they are worthless.   

The third assumption about tradition that Jesus questions is that tradition trumps human needs – that God cares 
more about us keeping the rules than He cares about us.  Beginning in Mark 2:23 we find Jesus involved in two 
arguments with the Pharisees about the Sabbath.  The fourth of the Ten Commandments is pretty straightforward.  
Don’t work on the Sabbath.  But over the years, the rabbis had written volumes on what actually constituted work 
and by the first century, there were hundreds of complicated laws about what you could and couldn’t do on the 
Sabbath which had become part of Jewish tradition.  The next two incidents both occur on a Sabbath.  “And it 
happened that He was passing through the grainfields on the Sabbath, and His disciples began to make their way 
along while picking the heads {of grain.}The Pharisees were saying to Him, "Look, why are they doing what is not 
lawful on the Sabbath?" (Mark 2:23-24)  Jesus and His disciples take a short cut across the corner of a grain field 
and as they do, the disciples grab a snack - which was perfectly legal on any other day of the week.  But the 
Pharisees - who by this time are always following Jesus and His disciples wherever they go, looking for something 



to criticize, say, “Wait a minute.  You’re violating the Sabbath.  You’re reaping, threshing, winnowing and preparing 
food - all of which are forbidden!”  “And He *said to them, "Have you never read what David did when he was in 
need and he and his companions became hungry; how he entered the house of God in the time of Abiathar {the} 
high priest, and ate the consecrated bread, which is not lawful for {anyone} to eat except the priests, and he also 
gave it to those who were with him?" Jesus said to them, "The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the 
Sabbath. So the Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath." (Mark 2:25-28) We’ll come back to this in a minute but 
first I want to look at the second Sabbath incident in Mark 3 because the point Jesus makes is the same in each.  
“He entered again into a synagogue; and a man was there whose hand was withered. They were watching Him {to 
see} if He would heal him on the Sabbath, so that they might accuse Him. He *said to the man with the withered 
hand, "Get up and come forward!" And He *said to them, "Is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the Sabbath, to 
save a life or to kill?" But they kept silent. After looking around at them with anger, grieved at their hardness of 
heart, He *said to the man, "Stretch out your hand." And he stretched it out, and his hand was restored. The 
Pharisees went out and immediately {began} conspiring with the Herodians against Him, {as to} how they might 
destroy Him.” (Mark 3:1-6)  In both incidents, Jesus is accused of breaking the Sabbath traditions and Jesus 
answers these accusations the same way each time.  The Sabbath was meant by God for our good, not for our 
harm; and so if to meet a human need, traditions must be ignored, then we must ignore them.   In the first incident, 
Jesus reminds the Pharisees of the story of David fleeing for his life from King Saul.  He and his men are starving 
and David comes to the tabernacle and asks the high priest for food.  The high priest says the only food he has are 
the twelve loaves on the table in the holy place which the Law said only priests could eat.  But because David and 
his men are in extreme need, the high priest ignores that rule and gives the bread to David, observing the spirit of 
the law rather than the letter.  And the rabbis who interpreted this passage years later praised the high priest for 
his action instead of condemning him.  However, Jesus adds, it doesn’t matter what tradition says or does not say; 
“The Son of Man - referring to Himself - is Lord of the Sabbath.”  I have the authority to define both the purpose of 
the Sabbath and what keeping the Sabbath looks like and I say that the Sabbath was made for man’s benefit; not 
the other way around as your tradition says.   The second incident illustrates the same lesson.  Jesus could have 
healed this man on another day of the week but He chooses to heal him on the Sabbath to force the Jews to 
question their assumptions. He asks the Pharisees, “Is observing your tradition more important than the needs of 
this man right now?  Is it legal to do anything on the Sabbath, good or evil?”  They don’t say a word – because they 
knew they couldn’t say that it was wrong to do good just because it was the Sabbath – and yet that’s where there 
assumption that keeping the traditions was more important than meeting people’s needs would inevitably take 
them.  So they refuse to answer Jesus’ question and Jesus is grieved by the hardness of their hearts; that keeping 
their tradition is more important to them than alleviating this man’s suffering.    He heals the man and the 
Pharisees are so angry they began to plot His death.    

So what do we learn about Jesus from these stories?  He goes out of his way to challenge the assumptions of His 
culture.  He associates with people no traditional Jew would associate with.  He fails to practice the disciplines 
traditional Jews practice; and He seems to delight in ignoring the Sabbath traditions. Why?  To challenge the Jews 
to question their assumptions about tradition; because as long as they assume that God is inseparable from 
tradition and if they observe the traditions, they are right with God, they will never be able to see their need for 
the gospel of the kingdom.   

Every culture has its own assumptions which seem to be just common sense; things everybody knows to be true.  
But many of these unproven and unexamined assumptions keep people from coming to Christ.  How does Christ 
question our culture’s assumptions?   Philosopher Charles Taylor writes that most people in America today assume 
a few simple propositions that seem self-evident they scarcely need to be said. First, choice is a good thing.  
Therefore, the highest good is for people to be free to do and to think whatever they choose.  Second, all authority 



is suspect: nobody should have the right to tell others what to think or how to behave.  And third, sin isn’t personal 
and people are good by nature.  It is society which messes them up.  Even though these assumptions are unproven, 
people automatically assume they are true and anything to the contrary is automatically false.  And those 
unproven assumptions keep many people from coming to faith.  What would Jesus say about these three 
assumptions?  He would challenge our assumption that we all start out good and that society is what corrupts us.  
Mark 7:14-23  “After He called the crowd to Him again, He {began} saying to them, "Listen to Me, all of you, and 
understand:  there is nothing outside the man which can defile him if it goes into him; but the things which proceed 
out of the man are what defile the man. If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear." When he had left the crowd {and} 
entered the house, His disciples questioned Him about the parable. And He *said to them, "Are you so lacking in 
understanding also? Do you not understand that whatever goes into the man from outside cannot defile him, 
because it does not go into his heart, but into his stomach, and is eliminated?" (Thus He declared all foods clean.) 
And He was saying, "That which proceeds out of the man; that is what defiles the man.  For from within, out of the 
heart of men, proceed the evil thoughts, fornications, thefts, murders, adulteries, deeds of coveting {and} 
wickedness, {as well} {as} deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride {and} foolishness. All these evil things proceed from 
within and defile the man." Notice that Jesus says that we are no innocent, good people who are corrupted from 
without.  Corruption comes from our own wicked hearts.  The Bible teaches that we sin because we’re sinners; 
that we are born fallen and enslaved to sin.  That means that all my desires are not good desires and that what 
feels natural to me is necessarily good for me.  My heart is a sin-factory and following the desires of my heart often 
ruins my life and the lives of others.  Our culture assumes that we are naturally good and therefore all that we 
choose will be good.  Jesus questions that assumption, telling us that we are not good but fallen and that all of our 
desires and choices are shaped by the sin to which we are enslaved.  That’s why there are no perfect people or 
perfect cultures; and why everyone in the world falls short of their own moral standards, let alone the standards of 
God.   The second assumption Taylor identifies flows from the first.  If we are good, than our choices will be good 
and the more choice we have, the better.  But if Jesus is right, and all our choices are polluted by sin and self-
interest, then clearly some choices must be restricted for our own and for society’s good – like speed limits and 
building codes for example.  One of the worst periods of Israel’s history which is recorded in the book of Judges is 
described as the time when there was no king in Israel but everyone did what was right in their own eyes.  
Unlimited personal choice was a disaster for Israel because what was right in each person’s eyes was dictated by 
their own evil hearts.  And because we are not born good and only want good things for ourselves and for others, 
authority exists.  People today assume the worst about any kind of authority because they assume that any 
restriction on our choices is bad.  But the Bible teaches that authority exists to restrain evil behavior and to praise 
good behavior.  That doesn’t mean that all authority is good.  Because of sin, authority is often abused.  But 
authority is necessary.  That is why the kingdom of God is a kingdom with a king.  Our most blessed state is not 
when we are free to do whatever we want but when we are ruled by a king who loves us so much that He died in 
our place and who wants our very best.   

Assumptions are things we believe without questioning or investigating and we all have a bunch.   Which of our 
assumptions would Jesus question? One of the most dangerous assumptions we can make is that I can always 
repent later.  I know God doesn’t approve of what I’m doing or of what I am failing to do but I’ll change later.  
Repentance is easy and I can repent when I’m ready.  The first message Jesus gave was "The time is fulfilled, (the 
time is now) and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel." (Mark 1:15) We enter God’s 
kingdom by repentance and faith; by turning away from our sins and trusting Jesus to save us and to lead us into a 
new life; and  we grow as Christians the same way; by repentance and faith: by turning from the rule of sin to the 
rule of Christ.  Spiritual growth is learning more and more about what following Jesus means in every area of my 
life; repenting of the new sins we recognize as our knowledge of Him and of His rule grows and trusting Him to 
lead us into a new way of living.  We will be repenting as long as we live in this sinful body but hopefully we’re 
repenting of different sins as our knowledge of Jesus grows over time.  However, this whole process of repentance 
and faith is short-circuited when we delay repentance; when we assume that repentance is easy and I can always 



repent later and besides, God is merciful and patient and forgives me anyway and so dealing with this particular sin 
right now isn’t important.  As a result, we procrastinate in repenting and believing and our spiritual growth grinds 
to a halt.  But is our assumption that we can repent any time we choose correct?   Jeremiah 13:23 says that 
repentance is impossible apart from the grace of God. “Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots?  
Neither can you do good who are accustomed to doing evil.”  Evil is more powerful than we imagine and we are 
powerless to stop doing evil without outside help.  That’s why repentance is the gift of God. In Acts 5:31, Peter 
says “Christ is the one whom God exalted to His right hand as a Prince and a Savior, to grant repentance to Israel, 
and forgiveness of sins.” Just as Jesus must grant forgiveness, He also must grant the repentance which leads to 
forgiveness.  That’s why Paul writes in 2 Tim. 2:24-26, The Lord's bond-servant must not be quarrelsome, but be 
kind to all, able to teach, patient when wronged, with gentleness correcting those who are in opposition, if perhaps 
God may grant them repentance leading to the knowledge of the truth, and they may come to their senses {and 
escape} from the snare of the devil, having been held captive by him to do his will.”   If I can repent today, it is only 
because of God’s grace and if I despise that grace and put off repenting, there is no guarantee that I will be given 
that same grace tomorrow.  That’s why Hebrews 3:12-13 warns us, Take care, brethren, that there not be in any 
one of you an evil, unbelieving heart that falls away from the living God.  But encourage one another day after day, 
as long as it is {still} called "Today," so that none of you will be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.”  The writer is 
warning Christians that it is possible for us to fall away from God, to become hardened and calloused by the lies sin 
tells us.  And chief among those lies is you can repent later.  I can stop drinking, looking at porn, losing my temper, 
ignoring my wife, being too scared to obey, failing to tithe, any time I want.  I’ll do it soon – just not now.  The truth 
is, repentance and change are very difficult and every day we put off repenting, the chances that we’ll ever repent 
or change shrink.  Every day we are becoming the person we will be for the rest of our life.  Is this who you want to 
be when you meet Christ?  Repent while you still can.   
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