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Living at the Feet of the Rabbi, Part IV

January 27th, 2008; Embracing Those in Hiding

Even if you’ve tried real hard to ignore the presidential primaries over the past month, it’s still pretty unlikely that you haven’t heard at least some of the dirt being tossed back and forth between each of the Democratic and each of the Republican candidates.  

· In fact, through nearly every debate, we’ve seen some pretty serious mudslinging… or, “lively debate” as some of them like to call it.

· Whether they abstained on a particular Senate vote… or voted for a bill packed with pork-barrel spending… or took money from lobbyists at some point in their political careers…

· Whatever they thought was laid to rest in both their recent and distant past is almost guaranteed to be resurrected at one of these debates.  

· Bottom-line… if you want to run for president… than like it or not, there’s just not going to be any place for you to hide!

The truth is that even though you and I may not be running for public office anytime soon, that doesn’t mean that we don’t have a few issues of our own... 

· Issues that, perhaps, we’ve been hiding from for along time.

· You see, as we continue our series this morning called Living at the Feet of the Rabbi, we’re going to focus in on an encounter Jesus had with a man who, in a very real sense, had been hiding for much of his adult life.

We’ve already looked at two other encounters over the past few weeks… how Jesus embraced the unclean leper and paid attention to the ignored blind man.  

· But this morning, we’re going to experience an aspect of encountering Jesus that can be, at times, somewhat painful. 

· Encounters that have to do with facing up to the truth about ourselves & our lives.

· I mean, haven’t you found this to be true in your own life: That one of the things that inevitably happens when you encounter Jesus is that… 

· When you do come face to face with Him, you need to also come face to face with the truth about yourself. 

There have been times in my walk with God that I found myself, in a sense, hiding from him… 

· Either because I didn’t want to face whatever was going on in my life… or I didn’t want to deal with my own disappointment or frustration with Him.

· Now, for me… I wasn’t hiding from God because I doubted His love for me… I was hiding because I just didn’t want to look into a mirror.

· I didn’t want to deal with my stuff.

You see, any authentic encounter with Jesus requires that we face the truth, because Jesus always reflects and speaks the truth. 

· But, of course, facing the truth can often involve a bit of pain, though I’m going to challenge you this morning to do just that… to look in the mirror...

· To consider whether there’s anything going inside that may have you hiding or that may be keeping you from deeper intimacy with Jesus.

Maybe the truth you look at this morning is an ability many of us have to bench press a pretty good size grudge for an impressively long time.

· Even though people may see you as spiritually mature, maybe the truth is that you’ve been living life disconnected from God far longer than you want to admit… even to yourself.

· In spite of how much you tend to give and express love in and through your life, maybe the truth is that you’ve permitted a fair amount of disrepair in your relationships…

· Without ever dealing with those people who may have hurt you or whom you may have hurt.

For the guy in the story that we're about to read, his issue was primarily financial. He had to deal with greed… and the fact that he hurt a lot people along his way toward wealth.

· But, whatever that issue might be in your life and in mine… let’s move forward this morning, at the very least, with a willingness to not only put ourselves in this story… 

· but to reflect on and respond to whatever issues may be getting in the way of deeper intimacy with Jesus.

So, if you have your Bibles with you, go ahead and turn to Luke 19. We’re going to look at just the first ten verses together as we read about this encounter between Jesus and a wealthy tax collector named Zacchaeus. [Read… Pray]
Let me ask you something… How many of you, when you were a kid, had pretty good idea of what you wanted to be when you grew up?

· When you were seven years old, for example, did you ever dream of being a fireman or an actor or a veterinarian… or even the president of the US?  How about a doctor or nurse or teacher or an astronaut? 

· Anybody ever dream of being a rock and roll star? Anybody still dreaming about being a rock-n-roll star??

· Now, just a quick show of hands… how many of you, when you were a kid, remember saying, "When I grow up, I want to be a tax collector"?

· You see, no matter what generation or culture you grew up in… tax collectors are never on the top of anyone’s top-5 list of “things I want to be when I grow up!” 
Besides his appeal to a number of Evangelicals, Mike Huckabee has gained a lot of traction because of his commitment to abolish the IRS altogether in favor of the “fair tax,” which is basically a broad consumption or sales tax. 

· You see, even in our day, tax collectors aren’t the most popular people… especially when they come back and tell you that you owe more than you thought you owed. 

· But, in ancient Israel, tax collectors were beyond being unpopular.  They were seen as very the dregs of society.

· In fact, in ancient Israel, the religious leaders actually developed a list of what they would call “the despised trades” … 

· warning people not to engage in these vocations… either because they were disgusting… or because they were immoral.

And, believe it or not, some of these lists survive today, even after a few thousand years. 

· For example, on one of the surviving lists, tanners of dead skins and dung collectors were among some of the most repugnant jobs you could have. 

· Think about it… “Dung collecting” was actually a career choice in the first century.

· In fact, archeologists have discovered a 2000-year-old popular country song from ancient Israel called "Mamas, Don't Raise Your Sons to Be Dung Collectors." Just kidding! 

But far worse than those jobs considered to be repugnant… were those considered to be immoral. And very near the bottom of those lists were tax collectors.  

· But why?  Even Jesus told us to “give to Caesar what is Caesar’s,” so what’s so wrong with the guy who simply helps make that happen?

· Well, keep in mind that Israel was an occupied nation… ruled by the Rome Empire who was particularly interested in getting as much money as they could out of the countries they ruled over.

· This was how they were able to finance their armies and roads and their massive construction projects, for example.

But over time they discovered that having locals collect the taxes made their lives a little easier than when Roman soldiers would do it. So, they hired Israelites to collect taxes…

· And, here’s how that worked... They would let people bid for the right to be a tax collector for a particular region. 

· If he won the right to become a tax collector, then he would collect as much in taxes as he could get away with… giving to Rome what they required… and then keeping the rest for himself.

· Obviously, this system was set up so tax collectors were highly motivated to get every penny they could. 

And, because of all this, tax collectors were despised as traitors who had sold out their own people and nation so that they… and Rome… could profit.

· Their disdain for tax collectors was so strong that a devout Israelite would not even allow their clothing to touch the hem of a tax collector’s robe. 

· So, then, why would a guy like Zacchaeus be willing to enter a profession that would create such hatred, hostility and isolation for him?

· Well, beyond the obvious reasons of making a lot of fast money, the truth is, I really don’t know.

· I mean, why would a dealer sell drugs… knowing how many lives in his very own community would be destroyed by what he’s doing?
All we know is that one way or another, Zacchaeus became a tax collector… though not just an ordinary tax collector. 
· In verse 2, we’re told that he became the "chief tax collector" for his area. 
· That is, he now had other tax collectors working for him as he managed a wide geographical area, which would have made him very wealthy.

· It would have also proved him to be thoroughly corrupt and dishonest. 

This guy had clearly given up on society, on friendships, on moral decency and integrity. He had given up on all that. 

· He was betting everything he had that affluence, wealth and possessions would ultimately give meaning & fulfillment to his life. 

· And yet, clearly, it wasn't working for him. From what we see in the story here, there was obviously a hole in his heart that money just couldn’t fill. 

Well, one day, he hears that this Rabbi named Jesus had just come into town… and how crowds of people were already gathering around Him.

· News about Jesus had already spread out throughout the region… news about how He had touched untouchables… how He had embraced those whom society ignores.  

· You see, there’s something about Jesus that intrigues Zacchaeus… and I think it has something to do with an encounter Jesus had some time earlier.
· If you’ve got your Bibles, turn back a few chapters to Luke 5:27. 
In verse 27 we read, “Later, as Jesus left the town, he saw a tax collector named Levi sitting at his tax collector's booth.” 
· So, Jesus walks up to the tax booth and says to Levi, “’Follow me and be my disciple.’ 28So Levi got up, left everything, and followed him.” 

· In just those two sentences, we see two amazing things happening.  
· First, that Jesus comes up to a tax collector and actually invites him to be a part of his inner group; 
· And, the second, that the tax collector gets up, and actually leaves everything to go and follow him. 
“29Later, Levi held a banquet in his home with Jesus as the guest of honor. Many of Levi's fellow tax collectors and other guests also ate with them.”

· Knowing what you do about tax collectors, you won’t be surprised by verse 30: 
· “But the Pharisees and their teachers of religious law complained bitterly to Jesus' disciples, ‘Why do you eat and drink with such scum (with tax collectors and sinners)?’"   

· Notice those two expressions… tax collectors and sinners… because in the minds of ancient Jews, to be a tax collector was to be a sinner. 
· Jesus answered in verse 31, "Healthy people don't need a doctor—sick people do. 32I have come to call not those who think they are righteous, but those who know they are sinners and need to repent."
Now, of course, word about something like this got around pretty fast in Jesus’ day. This is huge news… this would’ve made headlines for weeks. 

· In this culture… imagine… Jesus goes to a party thrown by a bunch of tax collectors… and even worse, He took one as one of his closest disciples.

· And so, hearing about all of this, Zacchaeus feels compelled to see for himself what this Rabbi is all about.

But as Jesus is making his way through the town, the crowds begin to grow almost out of control. And so, he realized that he wasn’t going to get anywhere near Jesus. 

· But even if he could, as a tax collector… being in the middle of a huge crowd like that was pretty much the last thing you’d want to do.

· Zacchaeus knows this… but he still wants to get close to Jesus.  

· So he runs ahead of the crowd and climbs up a Sycamore tree so that when Jesus and the crowds walk by, he could see just who this Rabbi is.

But along with his wanting to see over the crowds, part of the reason why Zacchaeus climbs that tree is so he can hide behind the branches & leaves. [see pic]
· You see, as much as he wants to check out this amazing Rabbi, he’s not quite ready to come face to face with Him.

So, picture the scene here from verses 1-4.  Jesus has just entered Jericho and is making his way through the town with crowds of people following him.  

· Zacchaeus heard all about Jesus… especially how he had embraced some of the most shunned people in Israel… his fellow tax collectors. 

· So, he sets out to see Jesus for himself… but couldn’t see Jesus over the crowds. So, he runs ahead of them and climbs a Sycamore tree right where he knows Jesus will pass.

· But, all of a sudden, Jesus is not only close… but He’s standing right there beside the tree. In fact, He's looking right up into the tree. 

The people are asking each other, "What’s Jesus looking at?" "I don't know. It must be some kid up there or something. He's looking at something."

· Then Jesus calls out to him… "Zacchaeus!" That one word sets off a ripple through the crowd. 

· "I bet He's going to let Zacchaeus! This is going to be bloody. Finally, a tax collector is going to get what's coming to him."
· Jesus calls out, "Zacchaeus, quick… come on down out of that tree!" 
That makes sense to them… it's hard to carry on a serious conversation with somebody sitting up in a tree!

· But then Jesus says something that confuses pretty much everyone there.  

· At the end of verse 5, he says, "Quick… come on down out of that tree!" I must be a guest in your home today.” 
· Notice that Jesus doesn't say, "I want to be a guest at your home” or “I'd like to be a guest." Instead, He says, "I must." 

You see, Luke wants us to understand by this that there is a necessity to what Jesus is doing and that God is at work behind what’s happening here. 

· "I must do this," Jesus says. I mean… just put this story in any context today. Think of a person whom all polite & decent people would shun. 

· Then imagine Jesus walking up and treating them with love and dignity… not only embracing them… but asking if He could go to their home… to sit down and eat with them. 

· Can you imagine the shock and confusion that everybody felt? 

I love how Luke describes this.  Jesus says to Zacchaeus, in verse 5, “Quick, come down!” And then, in verse 6 we read that “Zacchaeus quickly climbed down.”
· In other words, Luke wants us to know that, in that moment, Zacchaeus had just tasted the radical love and grace of God.

· You see, somewhere between “Quick, come down” and his quickly coming down, a kind of clarity came over Zacchaeus that he probably hadn’t experienced in a very long time.

· His whole life has been built on greed and dishonesty. He has sinned against his God and betrayed his own people.

· And yet, as much as Zacchaeus may have tried to hide himself from Jesus, the fact that Jesus called him out by name… 

· The fact that Jesus would even consider being a guest at his home… It just changed his life forever.  

There was article in Time magazine some time ago with the headline "Smart Criminals, Foolish Choices." 

· It talked about people that broke the law, tried to hide, but were caught anyway.

· For example… A man attempting to pawn a stolen bracelet was apprehended after he went into a pawnshop to pawn this bracelet that he had stolen. 

· But, the pawnshop owner recognized the jewelry… because it was his wife's jewelry!

· The guy was trying to pawn a bracelet off to the husband of the woman that he had just stolen it from!

In Charleston, West Virginia, a knife-wielding mugger mugged a would-be victim that could only produce $12.50 in cash. 

· The victim said, "Would you take a check?" The mugger said,  "Sure." 
· So, no kidding… he takes a check for three hundred dollars and was arrested the very next day when he tried to cash the check.

· After robbing a convenience store in New York City late one night, one thief tried to outrun the police who were following him.

· What he apparently forgot was that he was wearing running sneakers that had blinking lights on its’ soles, which made it all but impossible for the police to loose him!

· Like these guys, Zacchaeus broke the law and tried to hide… but in this case, he was captured by the radical love of a Rabbi unlike any he had ever heard of or seen before.

You see, whenever someone does something wrong, our instinct is always to run & hide. It’s the same way with sin… 

· It’s just a reflexive response that goes way back to the fall when Adam and Eve hid from God after eating fruit from the one tree God asked them to stay away from. 

· You can see it in little kids. Whenever they do something wrong, their first instinct is to hide… right?!

· Truth is, unconfessed sin will almost always leads to hiding… and hiding will almost always leads to aloneness. 

You can see this in Zacchaeus. There is so much guilt & shame in him… not to mention a very deep inability to receive love. 

· You see, it’s almost always difficult for us to authentically receive love when we’re hiding... 

· Because deep inside you’re wondering, "If this person really knew the truth about me, they wouldn't love me... at least not the way they do now." 

· And so, when our sin takes us into hiding, it leads us not only into a sense of aloneness… but also a loss of intimacy.

· That’s why the burden of shame and guilt, for example, weighs so heavily on people that they'll do almost anything to try to get rid of it.

There's a new web phenomenon that emerged a few years ago where people can go anonymously online in order to confess their sins.  

· In fact, there are a number of these sites… one of which is mysecret.tv, which was started by LifeChurch in Oklahoma.  

· Why would hundreds of people go online each week and confess to a website? 

· For most, it has everything to do with the guilt or shame they’ve been carrying around… and their desire to throw off that burden without being judged.   (By the way, I think many are confessing to God on these sites.)
The problem is that, by “confessing” online, they don’t necessarily have to face the truth about themselves and their lives…. 

· because, just like we said in the beginning, any real encounter with Jesus requires a willingness to face up to the “real” you… 

· not the image we’re wanting to project to the world around us… but who we are when no one is looking… when no one is around.

Truth is, it’s the real you… no masks… no image management… it’s the “real you”… warts and all… that Jesus is completely and totally in love with. 
· And yet, there are seasons in our lives when, at least a part of us is afraid to respond to Jesus’ invitation to climb down from that tree.
· And yet, even through those seasons, there’s still that longing in us to walk in intimacy with Jesus… to experience His love and embrace.

· And so, we sort of hide behind some leaves on a branch like Zacchaeus… half hoping that Jesus will see you and half hoping that he won't. 

But imagine that Jesus was to come along right now, and it was you up in the tree.  What is it that you would need to say to Him this morning? 

· Is there a part of your life… or something going on in your life, which has pushed you into that place of hiding?

· Truth is, at times… we’re just all too willing to ignore those “problem” issues in our lives… 

· at least as long as other people don't find out about them… and as long as we can hide them. 

Maybe you’ve been crossing the line while online or in a relationship you’re in… 

· Maybe you’re struggling in your marriage… or with your singleness. 

· Maybe you’re dealing with some anger & hurt or unforgiveness & resentment… 

· Maybe you struggle in your faith more than you let on to those around you… 

· Or you’re dealing with loneliness or some kind of fear that you feel you just can’t talk about.

· Because you may not feel ready to deal with or confront these issues yourself, perhaps you are finding yourself hiding from Jesus. 

In other words, consciously or unconsciously, perhaps we’ve stayed away from God because we know that our coming to God would require our coming out of hiding… and having to deal with the “real me”.  

· Maybe you’ve wondered deep down… that, if I do that… if I come out of hiding… if I show myself for who I really am… 

· will He still accept me… will I be welcome in His arms… even if I’m miles away from getting back on track… will He still love me?

· But, guys… look at how Jesus responds to Zacchaeus.

Remember… if Jesus was anything like even the nicer-than-usual religious teachers out there, then you'd expect him to say something like, 

· "Zacchaeus, if you'll clean up your life, change professions, pay back what you owe and straighten things up around here, then I'll come to your house. I won't come now since it would look like I'm condoning what you’ve done… and I can't afford the criticism it would cause to my ministry. But, if you'll clean up your life, then I'll come, ok?"

· But, Jesus doesn't say that. He says, "Zacchaeus! Quick… come down! I must be a guest in your home today.” 

The truth is, that if Jesus were a run-of-the-mill religious leader, he would never have called Zacchaeus by name. 

· But Jesus doesn’t just call him by name… He also invites Zacchaeus out of hiding… not to argue with him or scold him… but to love him.  

· You see, Jesus would have scored a lot of points with that crowd if he had chewed Zacchaeus out there in public.

· But then, Jesus wasn’t like any Rabbi they had ever seen before. 

And yet, in verse 7, we read about how displeased not just some… but all the people were with Jesus’ because of this.  

· Luke writes, "All (those) who saw it began to grumble and said, 'He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.' " 

· You see, not only has Zacchaeus heard about Jesus’ love and compassion and courage… but he’s now experienced it for himself.  

· And so, with total gratitude and joy, he receives and welcomes Jesus into his home.  

But more than all that, Zacchaeus, now begins to face up to the truth about his life… how he had built his whole existence on greed and wealth.

· His encounter with Jesus changed everything. Just look at what he does here in verses 8 &9. 

· Zacchaeus stood before Jesus, and says, "Lord, If I've defrauded anyone of anything, then I'll pay him back four times as much." 

· In other words, unlike those online confessionals… Zacchaeus not only faces the truth about his “real” self, but also faces the reality that things need to change. 

According to the Old Testament law, if you've cheated somebody, you have to pay them not only what you took from them… but an additional 20 percent.

· Well, Zacchaeus goes way beyond that. He says, "I'll pay them back four times as much as I owe them." 

· Then he does another extraordinary thing. He says, "In addition to making things right with the people that I have wronged, I want to replace my old habit of greed with a new behavior of extravagant generosity. In addition to what I am going to give back to those I hurt, I’m going to give half of all of my possessions to the poor."
You see, beyond our facing up to the truth regarding what’s really going on inside of us, the next step might be called “remove & replace.” 

· In other words, beyond addressing those issues that may have led us into hiding or put a barrier between ourselves and intimacy with Jesus,

· It also makes sense to replace that issue with the opposite virtue. 

· For example, when Paul writes to the church at Ephesus in chapter 4, he speaks about, "Not just removing falsehood but replacing it with truthfulness; not just removing bitterness but replacing it with a forgiving spirit." 

For Zacchaeus, he not only put aside greed… but also put on generosity.  And so, if you’ve been hard on people, for example… then live more purposefully to reflect God’s mercy.

· If you’ve been unforgiving… then look for opportunities to express God’s grace and forgiveness.

· If you have a problem with complaining, don’t just wake up tomorrow morning saying, “Today, I'm going to try hard to stop complaining."
· Instead, you should cultivate the practice of gratitude. 

· If you have a problem with gossip, don’t just say, "I'm going to stop gossiping." 

· Instead, you should cultivate the practice of affirmation and encouragement. 

You see, authentic repentance comes when your primary goal is not only to set things right between you and God… 

· But when you’ve rediscovered the Father’s love in your life… when you become captivated, all over again, by His nearness and goodness…

· And by the simple truth that He loves being with you.

· Zacchaeus was so gripped by the opportunity to be close with Jesus that he was willing to pay any price. 

· He wasn’t interested in “image management” or “damage control.”  All he knew is that he was lost… but now, because of Jesus, he’s been found.

And so, at the end of this section in verses 9 & 10, Jesus looks at Zacchaeus and says to him, 

· "Salvation has come to this home today (notice Zacchaeus hasn't even done any of this stuff yet, but Jesus knows his heart), for this man has shown himself to be a true son of Abraham.”
· In other words, Zacchaeus has shown himself to be a son of Abraham… not just physically or genetically, but spiritually in his heart. 

· Jesus then shares His heart and mission with Zacchaeus… reminding him… and all of us, that the "the Son of man has come to seek and save those who are lost.”
For so many years, Zacchaeus lived a life of hiddenness and shame.  And as much as he hoped it would, his wealth could never satisfy that God-shaped void inside.

· But then one day, Jesus invited him out of his hiding.  It was risky… most Rabbi’s would have ridiculed and scolded him… And the truth is… he would have deserved it.

· But Jesus was different.  His encounter with Jesus was painful… because it required him to face the truth about his life.

But his encounter with Jesus was also the most wonderful experience of his life.  Because it was there that Zacchaeus experienced the Father’s love.

· It was there that he discovered what it meant to be loved in spite of his weaknesses and sin. He didn’t have to hide anymore.

· You see, guys… knowing who’s waiting for us there at the bottom, we really can come off that branch we’ve been hiding on.

· If there is any part of you that is in hiding, would you bring that part of your life… or that issue you’ve been avoiding… would you bring those things to Jesus this morning?

Perhaps you see that part of your life as being so unattractive.  But you need to know that to Jesus, you are the most beautiful person in the world.

· Guys, Jesus already knows about all your stuff.  In fact, there are some issues in your life that you don’t even know about.  

· And yet, just as you are, with an everlasting love, Jesus remains as passionate as ever, to be in deep friendship and intimate relationship with you.

· Believe me, there’s nothing He could find out about you that could ever change His love toward you.

As we purpose to live our lives at the feet of the Rabbi, let’s respond to His invitation to come… to bring ourselves or that one issue out of hiding…

· And into that deeper, more intimate relationship that He so passionately desires.

· It’s His invitation to all of us this morning.  
· In Revelation 3:20, He says, "Look! I stand at the door and knock. If you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in, and we will share a meal together as friends.”
