Closer To Christ

Luke 19:1 Then Jesus entered and passed through Jericho. 2 Now behold, there was a man named Zacchaeus who was a chief tax collector, and he was rich. 3 And he sought to see who Jesus was, but could not because of the crowd, for he was of short stature. 4 So he ran ahead and climbed up into a sycamore tree to see Him, for He was going to pass that way. 5 And when Jesus came to the place, He looked up and saw him, and said to him, "Zacchaeus, make haste and come down, for today I must stay at your house." 6 So he made haste and came down, and received Him joyfully. 7 But when they saw it, they all complained, saying, "He has gone to be a guest with a man who is a sinner." 8 Then Zacchaeus stood and said to the Lord, "Look, Lord, I give half of my goods to the poor; and if I have taken anything from anyone by false accusation, I restore fourfold." 9 And Jesus said to him, "Today salvation has come to this house, because he also is a son of Abraham; 10 for the Son of Man has come to seek and to save that which was lost."  (NKJV)

Zacchaeus is an interesting guy.  

Jericho was an important economic region, so to be a tax collector there he had to be fairly influential. 

Given what he vowed to do obviously he had substantial financial resources.  Verse two says very clearly that he was rich. 

The position he held was one of authority, he was a leader.  

His was a skill position so he we can deduce that he was educated.  

He was a Godless sinner.
During the time He walked among us in a physical body most of the people Jesus encountered would be alien to our day.  Fishermen, farmers, women who were defined by their culture as mere possessions, a mob of agricultural peasant, beggars, and outcasts.  Zacchaeus on the other hand would fit perfectly in modern society.  He is urbane, educated, and affluent.  And there is one other thing that ties him to us, while he doesn’t fully grasp why he knows he needs to be closer to Jesus Christ.  

Something about Jesus attracted Zacchaeus.   Most people I meet that are not Christ followers do not have a problem with Christ as much as Christians disillusion them.  But there is in the world a genuine hunger and much of the time the hungry cannot even define it but what would really satisfy their hunger is Christ.  What has brought us here today…  What Zacchaeus wanted is also the unnamed desire of seekers every where, and that is to get closer to Christ.  And although I have been a Christ follower for some time I feel the same need and urgency that drove Zacchaeus up a tree, I want to be closer to Christ.  

I sense that in this story is a pattern we can follow to get closer to Christ.   

To See Who Jesus Is…
Luke 19:3 And he sought to see who Jesus was…

I am not sure what first caught his attention.   Maybe it was the stories about Christ that were circulating.  

Luke 4: 14 And Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit into Galilee: and there went out a fame of him through the entire region round about. 

Maybe it was simply the noise of the multitude, the constant roar of the thousands that were surrounding Christ.

Moments before His encounter with Zacchaeus Christ had healed the blind son of Timaeus so maybe it was those reports that stirred this mans curiosity.  

But the significant thing is that Zacchaeus was not satisfied with what he heard, or what was reported to him. He decided to go ahead and see for himself.  

I can only get so excited about what God did for someone else.
Tales of miracles happening in other places only build my faith so far. 

I am happy for Bar-Timaeus receiving his sight but there are some things I need for myself.  

Let me take it a step further.

I can only get so excited over the mechanics of doctrine. 

There is a limit to how intrigued I can be by the intricacies of scripture.

Theology is fine and good and necessary but does not satisfy soul-hunger.
There comes a point where I want to experience the reality of His presence first hand.  I don’t want a song about, I don’t want to read a book about it, I don’t want to hear a sermon about it, I am not interested in joining your discussion group about it.  I want to see Jesus Christ for myself.  

At some point it will become an imperative that you learn to walk with Christ for yourself…

Abraham & Lot

David & Joab

Jesus & Judas

Paul & Demas

I like the fact that Zacchaeus was not willing to just take someone else’s word for what was.  I know the older generation can get a little frustrated with a generation that does not accept anything at face value, a generation that questions everything, a generation that demands proof.  That does not bother me.  I welcome it.  Because Jesus Christ is the ultimate reality.  Who He is & what He can do can stand the absolute most stringent scrutiny.  

I may not be able to persuade you with logic. 

I may not be able to put enough scripture together to convince you. 

Accumulated testimonies of believers from every age may leave you doubting. 

But if you every experience Christ for yourself…  If you ever seek His presence and feel His peace and joy explode in your soul…  If you ever ask for and receive His forgiveness and come to know His grace…  Then you will understand what it is to have an over-riding passion and to desire Him above all else.  The words of the Apostle will make sense to you.

Phillipians 3:7 But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.  8 What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ--the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. 10 I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection.

I totally understand what drove the little guy up that tree.  I want to see Him.  I want to get closer to Christ.  The prayer of Habbakuk resonates with me, and I think a lot of other people. 

Habbakuk 3:2  LORD, I have heard of your fame; I stand in awe of your deeds, O LORD. Renew them in our day, in our time make them known;

We have heard and we are impressed but now we want to see it for ourselves.  

<BREAK #1>
Between You And Christ
There were two things standing between Zacchaeus and Christ.  If you are going to get closer to Christ, if you are going to walk with Him for yourself  you too must deal with these two things…
1. Because of the crowd…

Luke 19:3 And he sought to see who Jesus was, but could not because of the crowd.
There was an enormous multitude of people surrounding Jesus.  Their presence obstructed his view of Christ.  I told you a bit earlier that most non-believers really don’t have an issue with Christ as much as they do with Christians.  If you are not careful you will allow people to become a huge obstacle between you and Christ.  But more to the point, 

There are always external circumstances you 

have to deal with in order to get closer to Christ. 

For Zacchaeus it was a crowd of people.

Maybe you are too inhibited by other people’s opinions.
Maybe you are too influenced by the climate around you.  (Your praise and passion are being dictated by your surroundings.  You are like the frog in the kettle) 

The demands of your profession could be sabotaging your devotional life.
I don’t know what the external factor is for you but I know there is always a crowd, there is always something trying to keep me from getting close to Him.   

So develop a strategy to deal with the crowd. 

Luke 19:3 And he sought to see who Jesus was, but could not because of the crowd, 4 So he ran ahead

Don’t wait for the circumstances to go away. Get a strategy that separates you from the circumstances.    Encounters with God do not happen by chance they happen by design.  Instead of always praying for God to move maybe we need to get to where He is moving.  

If your friends are too carnal and it is holding you back from greater intimacy with God S.F.T.C. and get some new friends. 

If people don’t worship enough where you are sitting move to another part of the building. 

If the circumstances of your life are so painful and crushing that you cant seem to see Christ from where you are just pretend when you get in your car to drive to church that you left them all in the garage, you are running ahead of them, leaving them back there for awhile and strategizing to have an encounter with God.
God’s presence will never be a passion for you unless it first becomes a priority for you. 

Psalm 63:1  A Psalm of David, when he was in the wilderness of Judah. O God, thou art my God; early will I seek thee: <ELAB> my soul thirsteth for thee, my flesh longeth for thee in a dry and thirsty land, where no water is; 2 To see thy power and thy glory, so as I have seen thee in the sanctuary. 3 Because thy lovingkindness is better than life, my lips shall praise thee. 4 Thus will I bless thee while I live: I will lift up my hands in thy name. 5 My soul shall be satisfied as with marrow and fatness; and my mouth shall praise thee with joyful lips: 6  When I remember thee upon my bed, and meditate on thee in the night watches. 

David is in a desert place longing for God, and making a commitment that if I have to get up early, if I have to stay up late, whatever the strategy is that will bring me into God’s presence I will commit to it.  

We need to learn to check our baggage at the door.   We need to learn to lay aside the weight that accumulates in our life.  

There is always going to be a crowd.  There is always going to be a distraction.  There is always going to be a conflict.  There is always a work project.  A sick kid.  Someone at church who doesn’t like you.  

Jesus separating himself.  The whole reason we work to design a worship service, the whole purpose of entering into worship is to help you to separate from your circumstances.  We come into climb, ascend into the hill of the Lord.   

In this place you can climb beyond pressure, beyond worry, beyond conflict, beyond daily duty, and ascend into the presence of God.  If you want to get closer to Christ use this next worship period to separate from the circumstances that are trying to separate you from Christ.  
<Break #2>
2. Because he was short…

Luke 19:3 And he sought to see who Jesus was, but could not, for he was of short stature.

He could not get close to Jesus because of his own inherent limitations.  He was physically short.  We all have elements of our make up that make it hard for us to get close to Christ.  There is always a struggle in our flesh.  

Romans 7:18 For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth no good thing: for to will is present with me; but how to perform that which is good I find not.

Everyone has a struggle within themselves. 

Romans 7:21 So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. 22 For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; 23 but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members.

Everyone has something that they fight against. 

Some fight desires of their flesh.
Some wage relentless battles in their mind. 

Some people have ceaseless intellectual questions that undermine faith. 

Many are victims to their own appetites.

A lot of people cannot get past their own self-image.
Here is the trouble.  I can separate from the circumstances, but I can’t get away from myself.   There is nothing Zacchaeus can do about being short.  

Matthew 6:27 Which of you by taking thought can add one cubit unto his stature? 

See Romans 7
I can always strategize around the circumstances that would keep me from getting close to Christ but what do I do when the biggest problem is who and what I am?   If just separating from circumstances were all it took we could just all become cloistered nuns and monks and be done with it but if you lock me in a cave, I am still there.  

So what do I have to do to overcome the weaknesses and deficiencies inherent in my very fallen nature?  

Reach for the lowest limb…

Luke 19:3 And he sought to see who Jesus was, but could not for he was of short stature. 4 So he ran ahead and climbed up into a sycamore tree

I have small boys in my house. I am not sure why but there is some deep urge in boys to climb tress.  The other day, watching Nicolas and Andrew in our back yard I was reminded what it takes to climb a tree.  Can anybody guess?  

You have to be able to reach the lowest limb.
That’s it.  You do not have to be 40 feet tall to climb a 40-foot oak.  You have to be able to reach the lowest limb.  

Here is the awesome news, God has set it low enough for anybody, no matter what your struggle. 

I wish…but I guess  (Contrast what I want with what I think it would take to receive it)   The lowest limb is a lot lower than you think.  

Acts 2:38 Then Peter said unto them, Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost.

Matthew 7:2 And Jesus called a little child unto him, and set him in the midst of them, 3 And said, Verily I say unto you, Except ye be converted, and become as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven. 4 Whosoever therefore shall humble himself as this little child, the same is greatest in the kingdom of heaven.

-Honest emotion

-Sincere desire… If you can just show these things…that is the lowest limb.

Matthew 7:7 Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you: 8  For every one that asketh receiveth; and he that seeketh findeth; and to him that knocketh it shall be opened.9  Or what man is there of you, whom if his son ask bread, will he give him a stone? 10  Or if he ask a fish, will he give him a serpent? 11  If ye then, being evil, know how to give good gifts unto your children, how much more shall your Father which is in heaven give good things to them that ask him?

I John 1:9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

We create an atmosphere of worship in this place to help you separate from the circumstances, if you can then reach for that lowest limb, whatever that is for you, you will soon see His face smiling into yours, and where you were hoping to get a little clearer glimpse you will find yourself in communion with him.  People will talk, wondering how a guy like you wound up with Christ.  You separated, reached for the lowest limb, He did the rest.  

Lady at well….I KNOW THIS…

