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The Barrier of Reputation 

 
Bottom Line: To be faithful to the example of Jesus in befriending sinners, we must be 
okay with being marginalized, aiming to love rather than to be liked, putting the truth of 

the Gospel at the center of each of these relationships.  
 
Who are the social outcasts of our day? How do you think Jesus would have related to 
them?  
 
Jesus befriended tax collectors and sinners. “Sinners” more likely refers to anybody who wasn’t 
Jewish or worshiped God. In our day, this would just be non-Christians, which doesn’t really 
seem all that bad. But befriending tax collectors was a different story. Tax collectors were 
considered traitors as they worked for the oppressive Roman government that was absolutely 
brutal in their treatment of the Jews. They robbed their own kinsman by requiring them to pay 
more taxes than they owed so that they could pocket the extra for themselves. By all standards, 
tax collectors were despised by everyone and had horrible reputations. There really isn’t a direct 
equivalent to this kind of person today (or in America, at least), but suffice it to say that tax 
collectors were considered the lowest of the low. Perhaps akin to abortion providers or human 
traffickers today. Yet these were the very people that Jesus befriended and invited to follow Him 
and be His disciples.  
 
How might someone’s status as a “sinner” keep us from befriending them? Would you 
be worried about what people might think?  
 
Last week, we tried to understand how to properly balance being a friend of sinners with 
protecting ourselves from bad influences. However, if we are honest, it’s probably not usually 
the fear of being badly influenced that prevents us from befriending people like prostitutes, 
addicts, or the poor. It’s the fear of a damaged reputation that keeps us from following this 
command. But if we are to be like Jesus and follow His example, then we need to set aside our 
desire to be thought well of by others and reach out to those who are on the fringes of society. 
To do that we should prepare ourselves in at least three ways: 
 
1. We have to be okay with being marginal. What this means is that we have to be okay with 

not only associating with those who are in the “margins”—the poor, the destitute, the 
diseased—but also be willing to be considered marginal ourselves. This is exactly what 
Jesus did. Philippians 2 tells us that Jesus, who was equal with God, didn’t allow His status 
as God prevent Him from completely emptying Himself and becoming like a slave. He didn’t 
Lord His authority over humanity from His lofty position in heaven, He left all that behind and 
entered into the same struggles as those He loved and came to save, right along side us.  

 
What exactly is it that we fear we may lose if we begin to associate with the “wrong kind 
of people?”  
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Jesus was considered to be a “drunkard and a glutton” (Matthew 11:19). What does this 
tell us about how deep our relationships with sinners should be?  
 
Read Philippians 2:5-11. How do we know that potentially sacrificing our reputation is 
worth it? (Just as Jesus received honor for His sacrifice [“Therefore, God has highly exalted 
Him…”], so will we) 
 
2. Because we may be lumped in with the marginal, we must aim to love, not to be liked. 

Paul says that the aim of our message is love, not popularity (1 Timothy 1:5). Already, if we 
are followers of Christ, we invite upon ourselves a degree of animosity from the world. “If 
they have called the master of the house Beelzebul, how much more will they malign those 
of his household” (Matthew 10:25). But if we begin to devote our time and attention to the 
outcasts and the rejects, then we should expect this animosity to be dialed up a notch, and 
we must prepare our hearts for this.  

 
How can our desire to be liked prevent us from truly loving sinners? How has Jesus 
freed us from the need to be liked by others? (We have been accepted by God, who has the 
only opinion that ultimately matters: Romans 15:7; Colossians 1:21-22; 1 Corinthians 10:33) 
How does this freedom give us the ability to love sinners?  
 
If our goal is to love sinners rather than to be liked by them or by others, what does this 
lead us to do/not do in our interactions with unbelievers and outcasts?  
 
3. Because our aim is to love, we must be devoted to the truth so that we can lovingly 

share the truth. Understand that there was no passivity on Jesus’ part in His relationships 
with unbelievers. He was intentional about every meal and every moment he shared with the 
tax collectors and the sinners. Jesus was not merely trying to anger the Pharisees and defy 
cultural and religious expectations, He was actively pursuing the repentance and 
discipleship of sinners.  

 
The point is that Jesus’ intention was to share the truth of the Kingdom with those who were 
furthest from the Kingdom. Not merely just to hang out, be friendly, and have a good time.  

 
What does the popular phrase “in the world, but not of the world” mean?  
 
Read carefully, and slowly if you need to, John 17:14-19. What does Jesus pray for His 
disciples to help them be “in the world” but not “of the world?” (“Sanctify them in the truth; 
Your word is truth” v. 17).  
 
How is knowledge of the Word beneficial in befriending sinners? How is lack of 
knowledge of the Word dangerous?  
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Are there any people in your life that you are avoiding building a relationship with 
because you are afraid it will hurt your reputation? How important is that person’s soul 
compared to your reputation? What will you do to initiate a relationship with them?  
 
Are there any “outsiders” you currently have relationships with in which you are more 
concerned with being liked by them rather than loving them? What steps can you take to 
shift your motivation from a desire of acceptance to one of love?  
 
In your relationships with unbelievers and sinners, how central is the Gospel and the 
things of God in those relationships? Do these people even know that you are a 
Christian? Will you commit to being more open about your faith and the Gospel with 
these people?  
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Announcements: 
 
Wednesday Night Activities. This Wednesday, January 17, our Wednesday night activities will 
resume.  
 
 Free Community Meal – 5:00 
 Men’s Bible Study (Room ) – 6:00 
 Women’s Bible Study (Room ) – 6:00 
 Velocity – 6:00 
 
Childcare is available starting at 6:00, so be sure to bring your family and invite your friends! 
 
 
 


