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Being a Real Church in a Real World, Part 2

 A Refuge of Grace, May 29th, 2005

Let me ask you a question.  How many of you, at one time or another, have received a Publisher’s Clearing House Sweepstakes letter in the mail? 

· In order to entice people like us to subscribe to various magazines, they send out these “personal” letters to all of us, making it sound as though you were one of a very few finalists eligible to win millions of dollars. 

· I’m embarrassed to say that their marketing strategy tended to work with me… because, even though I know the letter was generated by a computer that just plugs millions of names in all the right places… on the envelope and the letter… it still kinda felt good seeing my name next to an eight-digit number!

· Yes… I know that I wasn’t the only one getting receiving this very “personal” letter. But, for me, seeing my name plastered all over the place did somehow get me to at least open the thing. 

· Why? I don’t know... especially in light of a very embarrassing incident I had when I was in first or second grade, where my sister, who was home sick, actually called me in the middle of the school day to tell me that I won a trip to Florida.

I’ll never forget it… because I was called to the office over the loud speaker… and was told that there was an important call for me.  When my sister told me I won this trip to Florida, I was so excited.  In fact I told the principle, who, at the end of the day, announced over the loud speaker how I had won this trip.

· When I got home, my mother gently explained that my sister hadn’t quite gotten it right… that I hadn’t won anything except a truck load of embarrassment.

· You would think that would have made me more skeptical than I am.  

· I recently heard about a “personal” computer-generated Publisher’s Clearinghouse letter that was sent to a church in Florida… it was the Bushnell Assembly of God church near Tampa.

· So the church gets this letter that says, Dear God of Bushnell Assembly, “God, we’ve been looking for you! You are a finalist to receive our $11 million Sweepstakes! So don’t just sit there, God, return your sweepstakes form today!” 

Now I don’t know whether Publisher’s Clearinghouse is actually looking for God or not… but people all around us today really are looking for something. In fact, nearly every report out there on Spirituality in America, affirms this.  

· In George Gallup’s recent book, The Next American Spirituality, he shares how 78% of Americans want to grow spiritually.  That is up 20% from just ten years ago.  79% of Americans say that they have no doubts that God is real and that He is a personal God.

· The problem is, that in their thirst for more of God, people just don’t know where to turn.  People long for happiness... for peace... and believe that God is at least part of the answer.  But just don’t know how the two connect. [Video: What Are You Looking For?]
This morning I want to talk about two different people from the book of Luke who were looking for more than the world alone had to offer.  But ultimately, the story I want us to grab a hold of… is the story of how Jesus reached out to these two men… and how we, as a church, can reach out to those around us.

· At the end of Luke, chapter 18 (35-42), we see Jesus about to enter the city of Jericho.  News about Him had pretty much spread around the area, so when he showed up at the city gates, crowds of people quickly gathered around him.

· Hearing all the commotion, a blind man named Bartimeaus, asked the people around him what was going on.  When they told him that Jesus was coming into the city, Bartimeaus began shouting out, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me.”
· Even though the people were telling him to be quiet, he shouted even louder… “Jesus, have mercy on me.” Bartimeaus was living in despair… he had tried everything… but he was at the end of his ropes... he was desperate for God’s mercy.  

· Hearing his cries, Jesus stops and asks that Bartimeaus be brought to him.

Jesus asks him, “What do you want me to do for you?”  Bartimeaus answers… “I want to see.” So, Jesus heals him… and Bartimeaus embraces Jesus, praising God for what He did.

· To me, this story reflects so perfectly the words of Jeremiah 29:13 where God says "You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart."

· Do you think people today are still crying out for God’s mercy? Are there people around us brokenhearted, abandoned, abused, in addiction, living with fears... who are crying for mercy? 

· You may not know this, but in the past six months we have three young women, each in their 20s, visit our church.  You would never have known it by looking at them... but each of them had attempted suicide within a few weeks of coming. 

Can we be that merciful community who, like Jesus, stops when we hear the cries around us?  

· In the hustle and bustle of life, we just can’t hear the cries around us.  Let’s ask Jesus for the grace and courage to hear.
Can we, like Jesus, enter into the felt needs of those around us?

· Let’s not be a church trapped within our four walls… but one that goes out into the streets, ministering the love and power of Jesus wherever we go.

Remember, Jesus didn’t just tell Bartimaeus the “way to God through repentance...” but asked

· Bartimaeus what he needed.  In doing that, Jesus showed his love and respect for people… that He loved the whole person... not just their “soul”. 

· Mark 10 says that Jesus came to serve... not to be serve. Let’s choose to generously serve those around us.

· I believe God has called us to be a refuge of mercy to the world around us.He served people… He gave generously to people.

News of Jesus’ entry into Jericho also reached the ears of a wealthy tax collector named Zacchaeus, who’s described in Luke 19:2 as “one of the most influential people in the tax-collection business.”  

· You see, Zacchaeus was not only a tax collector, he was the chief tax collector in the city, which, in the eyes of his fellow Jews, literally put him on the same social level as a murder or prostitute.

· The Romans didn’t have a civil service, so they would sell the right to collect taxes to the highest bidder.  What made that job so lucrative was that you could keep for yourself any amount you collected beyond what Rome required.  

· So, while Rome may have demanded a 5% tax, the tax collectors would then charge 10%.

· When people couldn’t afford to pay their taxes, they would be forced to take a loan from these tax collectors at exorbitant rates. So, it’s no wonder why they were hated.  

· But what made them so despised was the fact that these Jewish tax-collector were betraying their own people during this painful time of Roman captivity. 

Nevertheless, Zacchaeus He felt drawn to this man, now walking through his town, who had just given sight to a blind beggar on the outskirts of Jericho. 

· He may not have fully understood what was going on in his heart, but Zack had a desperate need to get to Jesus.  

· As an outcast, Zacchaeus was not popular among the people, and most likely very lonely. He needed something - probably acceptance, probably fulfillment in life... something that might fill the emptiness in his heart. 

· He was rich... he could buy anything he wanted, but money couldn’t satisfy the longing in his heart. In a way, Barnabas was that classic “down-and-out”, desperate for God’s mercy.

· Zacchaeus was the “up-and-out”... the person who climbed the ladder of success only to find that the ladder was leading against the wrong wall.  He represents that person who has made it... only to discover that their hearts still long for something more.

And so Zacchaeus goes out looking for Jesus.  And yet, even after he knew Jesus was approaching, because he was so short, he couldn’t even get a glimpse of Jesus above the crowds.  

· So he climbs up a sycamore tree, so he could get a better view.  [READ 19:1-10]

· Needless to say, Zacchaeus was a pretty resourceful person… he’d have to be to be in the position he was.

· So, he uses that business savvy and drive, albeit a criminal business savvy and drive, to see Jesus. 

Now some translations miss this… but verse 3 doesn’t say that Zack simply wanted to see Jesus.  What is says is that Zacchaeus wanted to see who Jesus was. 

· He wanted to figure out what it was that made Jesus different from everyone else.

· This is one of the reasons the church has lost so much equity in our culture today… because, having looked at the church, they can honestly say that we’re no different than everyone else.

· And yet, I don’t want this indictment to discourage us.  Rather, it should remind us of what a privilege it is for us to be a young church in this region… it should remind us of the incredible opportunity we have to be different…

· To be that “City on a Hill” that I spoke of a few weeks ago… that place of refuge, not from the world… but FOR the world. 

So, as Jesus is walking down the road, he sees Zacchaeus standing up there on the branch. He stops, calls him by his name, and says, “Quick, come down… for I must be a guest in your home today.”
· Notice that Jesus didn’t say, “Zacchaeus, you’re a bum and a thief.  But if you repent and pay back what you owe to these people, with interest and penalties, then I’ll come to your house and eat with you.” 

· Honestly... that would have seemed like reasonable justice. 

But, we’re told in John 3:17 that “God didn’t send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.”
· Jesus knew Zacchaeus needed to know His love and forgiveness. But instead of condemning him, Jesus said, “Let’s go to your house.” 

· Has this been modeled by the church? No.  Rather than call them by name, we’ve lumped them into one group we’ve labeled “lost”… and rather than sit and eat with them, we’ve stood up on our soap boxes and preached.

· Our calling is so entirely different.

You would think that for a prominent man like Zacchaeus, climbing up in a tree like he did would be pretty undignified… something only a kid would do.

· You’d also think that in Zacchaeus’ social circle, it wouldn’t be politically correct for him to strike up a conversation, let alone a relationship, with someone like Jesus.  

· In the same way, you might think that person you work with would never want to talk about spiritual things… let alone embrace Jesus.  But, if approached with the kind of love and dignity Jesus treated people with, they will be open.

So, what do you think they did at Zacchaeus’s house? Maybe Jesus said, “Sit there, and I’m going to preach a sermon to you on the sin of stealing money!” Or maybe Jesus slapped him on the forehead and said, “Demon of greed, come out! Repent!” 

· Well, stealing money is a sin, and Jesus did cast out demons on occasions, but the Bible says Jesus went to Zach’s house to EAT with him. I can see them sitting there sipping some wine and dipping pieces of pita bread in the humus and babaganush like Israelis still do today. 

· At some point Jesus says, “Zach, tell me about your life, your family, your job.” And before he knows it, Zach begins to pour out his heart… experiencing true love for the first time in his life… 

· Jesus reached out to him… and his life was changed!

In Rev 3:20, Jesus says, "Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me."

· I shared a few weeks ago how, from the moment of the fall, God has been in passionate pursuit of humanity... that God is always at work “wooing” humanity back into the kind of intimacy He created us to have back in the garden.

· And so He knocks... and when he knocks he speaks your name out the way He did with Zacchaeus. No one is a nameless face to Jesus.

· He knows their pain, their dreams, and all the details of their lives. He knows their failures and their sins. He has seen and felt them all. 

· Right now He’s at work… trying to get their attention saying to them just what He said to Zacchaeus… “Come to me right now, for I must come into your life.”
In Jesus, we see a willingness to reach out to someone others had completely given us on.

· Jesus wasn’t interested in popularity.  It says that the crowds were displeased… and were grumbling over His decision to eat with Zacchaeus.  

· But, did he change His mind after doing some polling?  No! He went, as vs 7 says, to be the guest of a notorious sinner!

· Jesus went because He doesn’t give up on people. 

Do you know anyone who’s been given up on?  Someone in your class… someone at work?  Have you been given up on by someone you care about?  Is there someone you’ve given up on?

· Maybe because they’re difficult to get along with... maybe they’ve broken your trust… maybe they really hurt you.  Like Zacchaeus, they may be desperate for God’s grace in their lives.

· Corrie Ten Boon once wrote, “No hole we can fall in is so deep that God’s love isn’t deeper still.”
· Just like Bartimaeus, Zacchaeus was crying out for something more... he was desperate for God’s mercy... and God’s grace. 

· And just like Bartimaeus, Zacchaeus was found by Jesus.

· Considered lost by everyone else… he couldn’t be found by anyone but Jesus.

Luke ends this passage in verse 10 saying, “The Son of Man came to seek and save the lost!”  The Bible defines each and every one of us as lost… like sheep who nibbled their way further and further away from their God.

· When you think of being lost… don’t think of that wanderer standing alone at a bus stop with an old backpack and old pair of sandals.

· Lost has as much to do with that person with the 5 bedroom house and Hummer and pension plan

· One recent poll said that 50% of Americans have no guiding philosophy of life.

· And half of the other 50% are just making theirs up as they go.

· You saw that in the video we saw earlier.

· Sometimes you can accidentally overhear people speaking at Barnes and Noble or Starbucks about spiritual or philosophical things (eavesdropping).

· People seem to have a clearer sense of their inner need... but just don’t know how to get there. 

· And so, Jesus calls us to be the light of the earth… that “City on a Hill”… to bear His message and continue His ministry to the world around us.

In John 4, Jesus said that the Father is always at work.  God is out there right now… moving in the hearts of the people around you… knocking on the door of their hearts. 

· Who is the one initiating here?  Jesus.  He is so passionate in His pursuit of the world around us.  

· And to those of us who have embraced Him as Bartimaeus and Zacchaeus had, He simply invites us to participate in what He is doing loving the world around us… offering mercy, grace, healing, and forgiveness.

· As a church, we can become that welcoming community where people can come… and belong… before they believe.  

· We can be that place where, in spite of their questions and doubts, they can come and meet with God.

Just as Jesus invited Himself to dinner at Zacchaeus’ house… we can invite those around us to eat with us… to care and love those around us… even invite them to church.

· That may sound crazy.  But the Barna Research Group reported that 6 out of 10 people would come to church if invited by a friend… and that 3 out of ten would come this Sunday.

In this story of Zacchaeus, there are three central figures.  There is Zacchaeus, Jesus, and the sycamore tree.  It may sound strange… but our calling as a church is to be like the sycamore tree.  All we can do is lift people above the crowd so they can see Jesus clearly. That’s our job! 

· We can’t save people, only Jesus can. We can’t change people–only Jesus can. Our job is to lift people up until they see Jesus…

· So they can see Jesus looking at them, calling them by name… inviting Himself into their lives.

· What would have happened to Zacchaeus if there hadn’t been a tree there that day? Who knows? 

· The good news is God had planted a tree just in the right spot so Zacchaeus could see Jesus. 

God has planted this church in just the right spot.  People might say, “how can you live in north jersey… the weather stinks, housing prices stink, taxes stink…” 

· But God has planted this church just in the right spot… to be the people who, like Jesus, go out into the world, getting to know those around us…

· To be that church that lowers its draw-bridge and welcomes the world… to be that community of hope in a despairing world.

