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Get me Out of Here!
Readings:


2 Thessalonians 1:1-12
1 Paul, Silas[a] and Timothy, 

   To the church of the Thessalonians in God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: 

 2 Grace and peace to you from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Thanksgiving and Prayer

 3 We ought always to thank God for you, brothers and sisters,[b] and rightly so, because your faith is growing more and more, and the love all of you have for one another is increasing. 4 Therefore, among God’s churches we boast about your perseverance and faith in all the persecutions and trials you are enduring. 

 5 All this is evidence that God’s judgment is right, and as a result you will be counted worthy of the kingdom of God, for which you are suffering. 6 God is just: He will pay back trouble to those who trouble you 7 and give relief to you who are troubled, and to us as well. This will happen when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels. 8 He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. 9 They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might 10 on the day he comes to be glorified in his holy people and to be marveled at among all those who have believed. This includes you, because you believed our testimony to you. 

 11 With this in mind, we constantly pray for you, that our God may make you worthy of his calling, and that by his power he may bring to fruition your every desire for goodness and your every deed prompted by faith. 12 We pray this so that the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ.
Luke 19:1-10
Zacchaeus the Tax Collector
 1 Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through. 2 A man was there by the name of Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was wealthy. 3 He wanted to see who Jesus was, but because he was short he could not see over the crowd. 4 So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore-fig tree to see him, since Jesus was coming that way. 

 5 When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today.” 6 So he came down at once and welcomed him gladly. 

 7 All the people saw this and began to mutter, “He has gone to be the guest of a sinner.” 

 8 But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.” 

 9 Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. 10 For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.” 

Sermon
When the history of 2010 is written, there’s no doubt what will be the good news story of the year. On the 5th August 33 miners were trapped underground when part of the San Jose mine in Chile’s Atacama Desert collapsed. For 17 days attempts were made to drill holes to the miners. No contact was made. On the 22nd August rescue workers heard tapping on a drill half a mile below the surface. (For those 17 days the 33 miners had survived on 2 days’ rations). The next day, food, water and communication equipment were sent down to the trapped men. 6 weeks later a drilling rig broke through to the underground chamber. 5 days after that, on the 14th October, all 33 miners and 6 rescuers were pulled out alive.

No one has ever been rescued from such a depth before and no one has ever survived anything like 2 months trapped underground.

On television we all saw the tears and the unrestrained joy as each of the men appeared at the surface. Many other people were happy too – not least the makers of Oakley sunglasses. Each miner wore a pair to protect them from the shock of the sunlight. The media exposure Oakley gained was apparently worth over 40 million dollars! The only miner whose joy might have been slightly subdued was the man whose wife discovered, while he was underground, that he’d been having an affair with another woman for 5 years!

In the story we’re looking at this morning we also see unrestrained joy, the joy of one man who felt trapped in a hole, not formed by a rock collapse, but one he’d dug over many years, completely by himself.

The action takes place in Jericho. Jericho is the lowest, permanently inhabited site on earth, 845 feet below sea-level. In the 1st Century it was a very rich town. It’s fed by a fresh spring which gushes out 1,000 gallons of water a minute. It makes the whole area green and fertile. For good reason this town was named Jericho, which in Arabic means “fragrant”. It’s situated on the trans-Jordan road which formed one of the main entry routes into Israel. Because it was a gateway, not surprisingly, it was a major headquarters for Customs and Excise who collected well over the going rate from the travellers and the local townsfolk. The chief tax collector lived there. His name was Zacchaeus.
Zacchaeus was a small man and, being vertically challenged probably made him all the more ambitious to succeed. I have a colleague at work who’s  5’2.  He’s very determined, a very strong negotiator. He’s always had the mickey taken out of him for his lack of inches. There’s no doubt that that has driven him to do as well as he has in business. 

Zacchaeus was also very determined. He’d risen through the ranks of the Jericho tax office which was riddled with immoral and dodgy practices to become the overall boss. The Romans who ruled the country loved him because he raised huge amounts of cash for them. But Zacchaeus was hated, he was despised, by his fellow Jews. They knew how grossly he overcharged them. They knew how he was in the pocket of the Romans. They knew how, because of that, he lived so opulently compared to them. They couldn’t stand him. Did he care? – no, he did not. He was out to make money by whatever means he could.

This particular day he’d heard that a new teacher was about to pass through Jericho. Normally he’d stay in his office, study his emails and work out new ways to make money. But this day something attracted him to the news he’d heard about this travelling rabbi. Maybe it was because this man offered forgiveness of sins. Maybe it was because he performed miracles. Or maybe, just maybe, it was because Zacchaeus himself had been given his name by praying parents who’d had great hopes for him – because the name Zacchaeus actually means good, just, righteous, upright. How far he’d walked away and left his given name behind him.
Particularly in those days, the name you were given was important. It showed the aspirations your parents had for you. A few years ago in the East End of London a father brought his son to be baptised. The Vicar asked “What name have you chosen for the boy?” “Genius,” came the reply. “Genius? That’s a strange name. Why call him that?” The man replied, “Because it’ll give him something to live up to in later life!”

Zacchaeus  leaned out of his window and saw the massive crowds approaching. He quickly locked his office door and ran ahead. But he knew that even if he got a good spot on the road, when the crowds came they would stand in front of him and block his view. In fact, knowing who he was, they’d take great delight in doing so! So he did what he hadn’t done since he was a boy – he climbed up a tree. It was an easy tree to climb. Sycamore-fig trees have short, fat trunks and long, low branches. He climbed up into the broad leaves of the tree until, hidden from sight, he could see everything that was happening. Gradually the crowd crept closer, pressing round the man in the middle. This man was talking loudly as he went. Occasionally he stopped and there was a shout of joy from someone he’d touched with his hand. Ever closer came the crowd. Just as they came level with the tree and were about to pass, the teacher stopped, almost in mid-sentence. The people fell silent wondering what would happen next. The teacher looked up into the tree: “Zacchaeus!”  Zacchaeus had securely hidden himself amongst the leaves. He knew it couldn’t be him who the teacher called to. There must be another man called Zacchaeus on the ground. “Zacchaeus, come down!” Zacchaeus froze. “Zacchaeus, I want to have lunch at your house today”. Zacchaeus was shocked to the core. It must be him. There was a rustling in the leaves and he quickly worked his way down to the ground. 

Now Zacchaeus was surprised; he was shocked, for 7 reasons – 

Jesus knew where Zacchaeus was. In life we can all try and hide, but Jesus will find us wherever we are.

Jesus actually talked to Zacchaeus. Unless they had to, no-one else in that crowd would have done. They all hated him too much.

Jesus knew Zacchaeus. He called him by name. And of course, Jesus knows each one of us by name.

Jesus called Zacchaeus. Nobody else wanted to be associated with him, but Jesus called him publicly to himself in front of the crowd.

 Jesus accepted Zacchaeus. He knew all about Zacchaeus but he accepted him for who he was – no conditions attached.

Jesus befriended Zacchaeus. “Let’s have a meal together”. That’s the way one friend addresses another.

Jesus appeared to prefer Zacchaeus to all the others. He was prepared to lose the following of the rest of the crowd for the sake of this one despised man.

No wonder Zacchaeus was shocked. No-one had ever treated him like that. It had an immediate effect. Someone has said, “Zacchaeus became a follower of Jesus before his feet touched the ground!”

After he’d jumped down Zacchaeus told Jesus that he’d be thrilled if he’d come and eat with him.

The mood of the crowd suddenly changed. They were disgusted with Jesus. “He calls himself a teacher and here he’s going off to eat with this evil man who’s caused us such pain and grief. How dare he!”

Then Zacchaeus pulled himself up to his full height and announced, “You say that I’m an evil man. And you’re right. But, because of meeting Jesus and the way he’s treated me, right now, I’m giving half of all I own to the poor and to anyone I’ve cheated I’ll pay back 4 times what I owe them”.

Now, Jewish law stated that if a man had robbed another he must pay him back the same amount plus 20%. However if the charge was robbery with violence then he would have to pay back 4 times the amount. Zacchaeus gave himself the harshest possible penalty for robbing the people of Jericho. He was offering 4 times.

Jesus’ response to Zacchaeus’ announcement was brilliant. I’m sure that for robbing his fellow Jews Zacchaeus had been “excommunicated” from the synagogue. But Jesus said this: “Today salvation has come to this house because this man too is a son of Abraham”. Because he so vividly showed his change of heart, Jesus reconfirmed Zacchaeus’ Jewishness. By calling him a son of Abraham the crowd were left in no doubt of that. And also, by mentioning Abraham, Jesus reminded the crowd of how that father of their nation was prepared to sacrifice the dearest thing on earth to him, his only son, Isaac. Jesus was even comparing  Zacchaeus with Abraham because here Zacchaeus was prepared to sacrifice what was the dearest thing on earth to him, what he lived for – his vast wealth. 
Someone has made the point that Jesus only said this after Zacchaeus had made his announcement, not as soon as he came down from the tree. Only after Zacchaeus told everyone of his “U-turn”, his total change of heart and life, did Jesus pronounce him a true follower.

When I was 19 I remember a man coming up to me and asking “Are you a Christian?” I replied that I was a baptised believer in the Church of England. I knew, even then, it was a pretty weak answer. There are those in the Church of England who refer to the church as “the community of the baptised” – as if baptism automatically makes us Christians. Now, don’t get me wrong, infant baptism is a great thing. Through parents and godparents it introduces a child to the church. But does it make us Christians? We find no evidence for that in the gospels. Only when we are old enough to decide for ourselves can we make that choice. Some choose to become Christians at 4 or 5, others at 80 or 90. For some it’s a gradual commitment; for others it’s a blinding flash. But meeting Jesus is a life-changing experience. Nobody who met him in the gospels was “neutral” about him. Many of those in authority hated him. But those who accepted him – their lives were changed, just like Zacchaeus.
A few years ago a young farmer sold a cow to another farmer but he lied about its age. That young farmer became a Christian and he remembered what he’d done. He sought out the other man and gave him back the difference of what the cow was really worth. The other man said, “You’re a fool.” He replied, “I’m not a fool. I’m a Christian.” Christianity will show.

I think I’ve mentioned before that after I became a Christian my mother said to me, “I knew something had happened because you started to do the washing up!”

Following Christ isn’t a matter of gritting our teeth and trying our hardest to be good. Jesus seeks us out and knocks on the door of our hearts. If we open that door and let him in Jesus changes us from the inside. All other religions say “Do this or do that and you might find God”. But Jesus says “I’ve found you, just as I found Zacchaeus. Just open the door and let me in.”

After their experience underground those 33 Chilean miners will never be the same again. They will appreciate life like they’ve never appreciated it before. A special tunnel was dug and lined for them. A uniquely designed cage was made to lift them to the surface. Surely the bravest men in the whole operation were the rescuers who were the first to go down from the surface in that cage. They risked their lives for those miners.

As I said before, Zacchaeus, by his behaviour, had dug himself a hole. But so have we all. There’s a phrase in our first reading: “Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath”. Like Zacchaeus, we too need to be rescued by Jesus from the penalty of those things we’ve done wrong or those things we should have done, and didn’t. We’re in that hole too. But by dying on that cross, Jesus built a shaft down to us. He constructed a cage to lift us out. Down he comes and says, “Will you come with me to the surface?”

When those 33 miners were offered the chance of rescue did any of them think twice? Nor should we when Jesus offers the same to us. He will lift us up; bring us from darkness into the light; put us on our feet; fill us with his Spirit. And, just like Zacchaeus, to the amazement of those around us, our lives will be turned upside down as we begin to follow him.
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