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Happy Christmas week to you.  If you’ve got young children as I do then your house is 
no doubt, a vibrating mess of excitement.  School is done for the semester.  All the gifts 
under the tree have finger holes poked in them.  And the Christmas baking has already 
started migrating off the counter and snuggled up next to the COVID reserves I’ve 
stashed above my belt line. 
 
Christmas is weird this year, but it’s still Christmas.  And today is the fourth week of 
Advent – a period of remembering that God became a man to take our place and our 
sin upon Himself that we might be set free.   
 
And this Advent we’ve been in a series called “A Rational Christmas.”  And the series 
has been about how following Jesus isn’t a matter of blind faith, as it is often accused of 
being, instead our faith is based on a reasonable foundation. 
 
So the Bible is about the supernatural, but it doesn’t read like other mythology.  For 
example the birth narrative of Jesus is set during a census that took place while Caesar 
Augustus was Emperor and Quirinus was governor of Syria.  These were real men and 
events of history.  And so, because the miraculous and the mundane are combined it is 
reasonable for us to believe the Bible’s account. 
 
But at this point some people have said, “Okay, maybe the authors of the Bible were 
meticulous to record the events as they happened, but their accounts were likely much 
tamer than the ones we read today – the miraculous elements were added alter to make 
it a more spectacular story.  
 
And if you’ve ever been part of a 7-year-old’s birthday party and played “telephone” you 
know this isn’t a crazy idea.  By the time a phrase is passed through a couple people it’s 
so different from what was said in the beginning that nobody can recognize it.   
 
And the New Testament is 2000-years old and there were no photocopiers for a lot of 
that and there are generations of copies before the earliest manuscripts we have.  So 
there was lots of room for revisions.  And this is true.  We don’t have any of the original 
documents of the New Testament.  But as scary as this might sound, it turns out the 
historical evidence validates the reliability of the text. 
 
So when scholars find an old document – say the writings of Aristotle – written 330 
years before Christ – they start working to see how accurate the copy is.  And they have 
to do this because none of the original documents exist for any of these writings. 
 
And so, for example we have found 5 copies of Aristotle’s works.  And the earliest of 
these copies dates back to 1100AD – so 1400 years after Aristotle died.   
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But since we have multiple copies found in different locations scholars are able to 
examine the differences that appear in the documents and work back to figure out what 
the original said.  And so textual critics have concluded that the writings of Aristotle we 
have are quite accurate. 
 
But the more early copies you have the better.  So we have way more accurate access 
to Homer’s Iliad than we have to Aristotle.  And that’s because there are 900 
manuscripts the oldest of which dates to only 950 years after it was written.  And so 
critics are able to tell very accurately where little changes snuck into the copying and 
what the original said. 
 
And this same science has been used to examine the reliability of the Bible.  But there 
is just no comparison between the Bible and any other work from antiquity.  And that’s 
because there are 5795 Greek manuscripts for the New Testament, and thousands of 
other fragments of manuscripts, many of which date to as early as the first century after 
they were written.   
 
And textual critics have concluded that we are over 99% certain that the Bible we have 
is exactly the same as what was originally written.1  No one has added anything 
significant to the text – and that’s amazing!  It simply was not “enhanced.” 
… 
Now I want to shift today, away from empirical evidence for the reliability of the Bible 
and its message in favor of looking at what an encounter with the God of the Bible does 
to a person. 
 
So some have said that if you submit to the authority of the Bible then you end up with a 
cold, legalistic faith.  But actually an authoritative Bible leads to a warm and personal 
encounter with God.  Let me show you this from two texts today. 
 
First, remember in Luke 24, after Jesus has come back from the dead, two men are 
walking on their way to a city named Emmaus – it’s 11 kilometers from Jerusalem.  And 
Jesus shows up and walks with them, but they don’t recognize Him. 
 
And Jesus asks what they are talking about and they are surprised that He hasn’t 
heard.  And they proceed to tell Him about this prophet named Jesus who was powerful 
in word and deed.  And they thought He was the Messiah but then He totally let them 
down by getting killing by the pesky Romans. 
 
And Jesus responds, “Hey, don’t you guys understand the Old Testament?  It doesn’t 
say the Messiah is going to become a military conqueror like David, it says He will suffer 
and die.  And Luke says: 

Then Jesus took them through the writings of Moses and all the prophets, 

explaining from all the Scriptures the things concerning Himself. (Luke 24:27) 

 
1 https://truthfaithandreason.com/case-making-101-how-does-the-bible-compare-to-other-ancient-
documents/ (Accessed December 16, 2020) 

https://truthfaithandreason.com/case-making-101-how-does-the-bible-compare-to-other-ancient-documents/
https://truthfaithandreason.com/case-making-101-how-does-the-bible-compare-to-other-ancient-documents/
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Jesus shows them how the whole Old Testament points to Him.  Now could you 
imagine listening in on that?  It would have been an awesome seminary level class!   
 
But eventually they arrive in Emmaus and convince Jesus to stay for dinner.  And then, 
as they are eating Jesus breaks bread with them – Communion.  And in that moment 
they realize who He is, and He disappears.  And this is their response: 

“Didn’t our hearts burn within us as He talked with us on the road and explained 

the Scriptures to us?” (Luke 24:32) 

 
Jesus accurately unpacks scripture and their hearts burn.  A burning heart is an 
uncontrollable desire for someone.  So these guys fell in love with Jesus in a new way.  
And this is what happens when we encounter Christ in scripture.  He comes alive in us 
and transforms us – and this was their testimony. 
 
And the Bible is full of stories about people encountering Jesus and being transformed.  
And it’s essential for us to remember that the point of the Bible is not to prove it is an 
accurate account of history.  The point of the Bible is to lead us into an encounter with 
God.  This is why Jesus came.  And this is what Christmas is about. 
 
And so the main text I want to take you to today is found in Luke 19.  Please grab your 
Bible and follow along.  And would you stand with me as we read the word of the Lord 
together?  Luke 19 starting in verse 1: 
 
[Read Luke 19:1-10] 
 
This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated. 
 
So all we know about Zacchaeus was that he’s one of the chief tax collectors, he’s short 
and he’s got money.  Now being short is something I understand.  Loving co-workers 
like Spencer have graciously pointed this out to me and I thank them for that.  As far as 
being wealthy goes, middle class Canadians are among the wealthiest people in the 
world – we’ve talked about that before.  But being a tax collector is something most of 
us have very little experience with – Justin is happy to collect my tax remotely.   
 
But there are personality types that tend to gravitate towards certain jobs.  And so we 
can hypothesize that Zacchaeus was likely a numbers guy like an accountant or 
engineer.  But then instead of helping people he took their money. 
 
We know from the historical record that most tax collectors were Jews who worked for 
the Romans to collect tax from their fellow Jews to give to Rome.  Obviously that was a 
bit of a sore point.  And then these guys got rich by overcharging.  And Zacchaeus was 
rich, so it’s pretty likely nobody was fond of this guy. 
 
So powerful, rich and friendless Zacchaeus shows up in the story, but there is 
something going on in his heart because he wants to see who Jesus was.   
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Notice in verse 3 Luke doesn’t say “he wanted to see Jesus.”  Zacchaeus isn’t 
interested in Jesus like someone interested in going to the zoo.  He wanted to see who 
Jesus was.  He’s interested in knowing something about Jesus’ character.   
… 
Now why does Zacchaeus feel this way?  Is his conscience bothering him?  Does he 
feel he needs forgiveness?  We don’t know.  But Jesus is well known by this time.  He’s 
been doing miracles and giving good talks.  And He’s gone viral among all sorts of 
unexpected people.2 
 
Think about this: God shows up and the religious people don’t like Him.  Isn’t that 
weird?  I mean if Jesus showed up today wouldn’t we be most excited about that?  
Maybe not.  Jesus was edgy.  And it was bikers, prostitutes and tax frauds who thought 
He was amazing. 
 
And somehow in the middle of all that Zacchaeus gets wind that Jesus is headed to a 
street near his and he doesn’t want to see Jesus, He wants to see who Jesus was.  
Could it be true that God had a message for people like him?   
… 
The problem is, as the song goes, – “Zacchaeus was a wee little man, and a wee little 
man was he.  And so he climbed up in a sycamore tree to see what he could see.” I 
always found that song offensive.  I mean it’s redundant.  If you’re wee then you’re little 
– who cares.  And so to say it twice and then repeat it isn’t necessary – but this may be 
an instance of some of my own baggage sneaking in so I’ll let that go and address the 
other concern that is probably popping up in your mind which is – what does any of this 
have to do with Christmas? 
 
And fortunately there’s a good answer for that.  You see the story of Zacchaeus is one 
of the most brilliant examples of why Jesus came to earth.   
 
So before Jesus was born an angel appeared to Joseph and we read: 

“Joseph, son of David,” the angel said, “do not be afraid to take Mary as your 

wife. For the child within her was conceived by the Holy Spirit. And she will have a 

Son, and you are to name Him Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins.” 

(Matthew 1:20-21) 

   
The angel says, “you’re going to stick around Joe, and you’re going to name this kid 
Joshua – Joshua is Hebrew for Jesus and that’s the language Joseph spoke.  And 
you’re going to call Him this because He is going to save His people from their sins.  
Joshua means God saves. 
 
And Jesus is given lots of names: Wonderful Counselor, Prince of Peace, but one of the 
most theologically powerful is Emanuel.  And if you put this together with Joshua you 
get the answer to Zacchaeus’ question – you find out who Jesus was. 

 
2 Outline and some content from this section adapted from Alister Begg 
https://www.truthforlife.org/resources/sermon/seeking-lost/ (Accessed December 16, 2020) 

https://www.truthforlife.org/resources/sermon/seeking-lost/
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You see Jesus didn’t come to hang out with perfect people, He came to save lost 
people.   
 
And throughout the Gospels we find out that all of us are lost, but not everyone thinks 
they are lost.  And this is the problem with religious people – people like us tend to think 
we are pretty good.  But Jesus didn’t have much time for people like that.  He was 
looking for people who realized they were a mess. 
 
And so here’s the first amazing thing to see in this passage.  Zacchaeus goes looking 
for Jesus because he’s realized he’s a mess.  And he climbs a tree to do this, so he 
looks like an idiot.  But he doesn’t care.  He wants to find out who Jesus is.   
 
And so he’s looking for Jesus.  And he thinks he’s being innovative.  But he doesn’t 
actually get around to calling out to Jesus.  He’s up a tree; He sees the crowd, and then 
he finds out that actually Jesus is looking for Him.   
 
Look at verse 5: When Jesus reaches the tree He looks up and says: 

"Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today." (Luke 
19:5) 

 
Zacchaeus doesn’t say anything.  And this is the good news – when broken people 
realize they need a Saviour they find out that their Saviour has pre-empted them.  Jesus 
came to save sinners before any sinner went looking for a Saviour.  Paul says While we 
were still sinners Christ died for us.  And that’s our story. 
 
But here’s the second amazing thing.  Jesus didn’t just come looking to save sinners, 
He came to come close to sinners.   
 
You see perhaps God could have saved us from afar.  Perhaps He could have held out 
His golden scepter and said “Absolved.  Absolved.”  But that wasn’t His plan.  His plan 
was to Emmanuel.  His plan was to be God with us. 
 
And so Jesus’ first words to Zacchaeus are I’m coming to your house.  I’m going to eat 
with you.  I’m going to associate with you.  People are going to say “Hey, that’s 
Zacchaeus’ friend Jesus.”  That’s what Jesus offers. 
 
And in verse 6 Zacchaeus – an incredibly rational man – does the math, realizes Jesus’ 
offer is amazing.  And so he scampers down that tree and orders Skip the Dishes so 
fast you’d hardly believe it.  And hosts Jesus. 
 
Friends, this is profound.  Zacchaeus isn’t hung up on himself.  He knows he doesn’t 
deserve Jesus’ company.  He knows he’s not good, but he’s not going to play the guilt 
game religious people often get caught up in.   
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When religious people sin they play the ‘beat myself up’ game.  Are you good at that 
one?  They play the “I don’t deserve God’s forgiveness so I’ll feel miserable for 3 days 
in a row while being good, and then I’ll accept Jesus’ forgiveness.”  That’s called self-
righteousness.  It’s thinking you can get good enough for God. 
 
And if you play that game with Jesus He just keeps walking.  Jesus wants people to 
acknowledge they need a Saviour and accept Him as that Saviour.  And Zacchaeus 
does.  He lets Jesus invite Himself over for lunch.  And it looks bad. 
… 
In verse 7.  People start muttering: “Jesus has gone to be the guest of a sinner.  He’s 
associating Himself with Zacchaeus.”   
 
And this is really two statements.  Primarily it’s a statement about Jesus – what kind of 
religious teacher hangs out with trash like that?  Jesus must be trash! 
 
Now people were always thinking this about Jesus because He was always hanging out 
with the wrong people.  But Jesus was big enough that these kind of mutterings didn’t 
bother Him at all.  I mean if you’re God it doesn’t really matter what people think.   
 
And He was fine with people being surprized He was hanging out with certain people 
because this was God’s plan from the beginning.  This is why God created people.  He 
made us so that we could enjoy His glory.  And to do that we have to be with Him.   
 
So He has no desire to extend some celestial golden scepter.  He wants to be in 
relationship with us.  And so He came close.  God loved the world so much that He 
gave His one and only Son.  And this is what He does with Zacchaeus – He gives 
Himself. 
… 
Now the second part of what people were saying in verse 7 was directed at Zacchaeus 
– we can’t believe Jesus is hanging out with you – you’re trash! 
 
And Zacchaeus hears this and he knows they’re right.  He is trash.  He’s short, rich, 
friendless trash.  And he doesn’t deserve Jesus in his house.  But as these people are 
muttering something awesome happens in his heart. 
 
He realizes that since Jesus has come to his house, even though he doesn’t deserve 
Him, he doesn’t need to earn Jesus’ acceptance.  Jesus has already given it.  And this 
blows Zacchaeus away.  It transforms him.   
 
You see, when Jesus finds Zacchaeus He doesn’t say “get yourself cleaned up and 
then I’ll come to your house.”  Jesus invites Himself into Zacchaeus’ mess. 
 
And in this Zacchaeus realizes this is who Jesus is.  And then he does the only rational 
thing a short, friendless lost person can do when they are embraced and accepted and 
befriended by God – He worships.   
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But here’s a paradox: worship is a weird thing to mix with rationality.  When you worship 
something it’s everything to you – it’s your God.  And so worship never looks rational to 
an onlooker. 
 
So it’s never made sense to me how sports fans can spend thousands of dollars 
attending big games.  Just watch the highlights online.  And it doesn’t make sense that 
things like shoe fetishes exist.  Who cares about shoes?  Alternatively I can’t figure out 
why more people don’t get up at 4:50 to go to the gym – it just feels so good!  The 
things we give ourselves to never make sense to other people.  And worship takes this 
to the extreme. 
 
So look how Zacchaeus responds in verse 8.  “Right now I’m giving half my money to 
the poor.  Not half the money in his pocket – half!  That’s crazy!  And it’s especially 
crazy because up to this point he’s been living to get money – he sure hasn’t been 
looking for friends or popularity, he’s a tax collector!  
 
And now he’s throwing his money out the window.  It’s meaningless.  “If I’ve cheated 
anyone I’ll pay back four times.”  And he’s cheated piles of people.  But his old god, that 
used to be so important, has been replaced because he has found out who Jesus is.   
 
And we get Jesus’ take on this in verse 9: 

Jesus responded, “Salvation has come to this home today, for this man has shown 

himself to be a true son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek and save 

those who are lost.” (Luke 19:9-10) 

 
Zacchaeus isn’t saved by giving his money away.  He has just shown himself to have 
been saved.  And this happened because Jesus showed him who He is.  He is Emanuel 
who comes for lunch.  He is Joshua – the God who saves sinners.  And Zacchaeus 
accepts Jesus and does the only rational thing a sinner can do who has met the God 
who loves him – he worships. 
 
And this is the thing with faith in Jesus.  In order to understand it you have to be on the 
inside – you have to experience Jesus. 
 
And friends, this is what Jesus wants for you this Christmas.  And He’s gone to great 
lengths to accomplish it.  He’s Emanueled into your neighbourhood.  And He’s searched 
for the tree you’re hiding in because He wants to Joshua you.  The God of the universe 
accepts you.  He loves you.  He wants to live with you and in you.  So take Zacchaeus’ 
rational lead; come down and welcome Him into your life and worship Him as God.   
 


