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An encounter with Jesus Christ changes everything.  
Everything!
When people fully realize that apart from Christ, they can do nothing (John 15:5) and that without Christ, they are dead in trespasses and sin (Ephesians 2:1), they are ready to discover the goodness of God through a life-changing encounter with Jesus Christ.
Living this side of the cross, most of us know something of the biblical Jesus. We know that He is deity enfleshed in humanity, the eternal Son of God Who, in the incarnation, became the singular God-Man, fully God and fully man; two natures inextricably united together as one in the only Savior, Jesus Christ.
We have the benefit of hindsight. 
However, most people in the following Gospel narratives encountered Christ apart from this fuller revelation and knowledge. And yet, their encounters with Christ are timelessly instructive, teaching us about the goodness of Christ and how we may be changed through a personal encounter with Him.
I hope and pray that you, too, will experience that same goodness of God through a personal encounter—or re-encounter! To that end, you will find a link in the conclusion of this book where you can share your unique encounter with Christ that is almost certain to help others in their spiritual journey. You will also find the printed biblical text at the beginning of each chapter preceding a verse-by-verse expositional study of each encounter. The prominent placement of the biblical passage serves as a reference point for the reader and a reminder that lasting life change comes primarily from the Word of God. Take time to prayerfully read the passage before moving on, asking God to speak to you as you study.
If you are uncertain about your relationship with God and wonder whether He loves and accepts you, be sure to read the Appendix: How To Become A Christian. There, you will find a concise explanation of the gospel and what you must do to experience God’s forgiveness.
Early in my seminary training, I was introduced to the German Theologian Helmut Thielicke, whose exposition of Zacchaeus’ encounter with Christ informed much of my reflections in Chapter 1. Here is Thielicke in his own words:
No one leaves an encounter with Jesus Christ the same as when he came. For Jesus is the great transformer. A teacher of wisdom can’t manage that, because his goal is to make himself superfluous. A student has no thanks for a teacher who never lets him graduate. But with Jesus Christ we go from one transformation to another. He gives us the brightness of morning as the day begins. He wraps us in his peace when the typewriters clatter and the telephone rings all day long. And in the evening I can let myself drop, because his hand is always beneath me. He gives me joy in life and companionship in my final distress. And when I must stand in the final judgment, he will intercede for me because he has endured pain to draw me to himself and make me his own. The man from Nazareth stands between me and every shadow, for he has called me by name, he has brought me down from my airy spectator’s seat in the tree, and now there is nothing else in the world that can come between me and the final fulfillment of my life. 1
May each and every one of us experience the same truths through a personal encounter with the Good Lord Jesus Christ!




1. Helmut Thielicke, How To Believe Again (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980), 37.




Zacchaeus was a wee little man,
a wee little man was he.
He climbed up in a sycamore tree,
for the Lord he wanted to see.
And as the Savior passed that way,
he looked up in the tree,

and he said, “Zacchaeus, you come down,
for I’m going to your house today,
for I’m going to your house today.”
—Youth Melodies And Action Songs (1952)







Chapter 1
Longing For Meaning

Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-10)
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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.”
Better Call Saul is a modern crime drama series that portrays the life of a shady attorney named Saul Goodman. Created by Vince Gilligan, the series is a spin-off of Breaking Bad and recounts Goodman’s earlier years as a young lawyer. While I can’t recommend either series for family viewing, Saul Goodman came to mind when I studied this passage.
Goodman is a typical “ambulance chaser,” a shady pettifogger of the worst kind. His tactics and ethics are sneaky, and lawyers and professionals do not respect him.
At the same time, however, there’s something about Saul Goodman that’s endearing. He has a great sense of humor and dogged perseverance that keeps him moving forward despite repeated setbacks and disappointments. There’s something about his character that’s even lovable at times, and you find yourself pulling for him (isn’t it ridiculous how good writing can make you root for the con man?!).
In many ways, Saul Goodman is a modern incarnation of Zacchaeus. Like Goodman, Zacchaeus was rather unscrupulous in his profession. We’re told in the Bible that Zacchaeus was a tax collector, and we must remember what that meant in New Testament times. Tax collectors were more like independent business people who gained wealth by overcharging others. 
Add to this the fact that Zacchaeus was a Jew working on the wrong side—working against his Jewish brethren and working for the Roman Gentiles—and you’ll understand why the Jews despised him.
Frederick Buechner describes Zacchaeus memorably: “a sawed-off little social disaster with a big bank account and a crooked job.”1
Luke tells us Zacchaeus was not just a tax collector but a “chief” tax collector, a title used only here in the New Testament. Whatever else being a chief tax collector may have meant, it certainly carried substantial financial rewards.
Zacchaeus was rich mainly because he had taken from others. But while Zacchaeus was rich in earthly terms, there was a great void in his spiritual bank account. 
This explains the tree climbing, don’t you think? It would not be unusual for a child to climb a tree, but for a full-grown man to scurry up a sycamore tree suggests a longing for something money could not buy. 
Were the story to take place today, I can picture Zacchaeus running down a busy, urban American street. I envision him elbowing through a crowd, grabbing a low-lying tree branch, and pulling himself upwards, scuffing up his Italian shoes as his Tommy Hilfiger necktie catches on a twig. He hoists himself into the tree and smudges the crystal on his Swedish, gold-encased Jaeger-LeCoultre timepiece.
I feel sure Zacchaeus had heard of Jesus. How could he not have heard? It had not been that long ago, just over in Bethany (less than 15 miles away), that Jesus had raised Lazarus from the dead (John 11). Surely everyone had heard about that!

Given other healings of people who had been either sick or blind, we understand why Luke tells us Zacchaeus couldn’t see Jesus “because of the crowd.” A huge crowd lines the streets of Jericho, scores of people hoping to catch a glimpse of the miracle worker from Nazareth.
Zacchaeus “ran ahead and climbed up into a sycamore tree to see Him” because Jesus would pass that way. 
Here is a picture of intense longing and desire—if not desperation—to see Jesus Christ. 
It’s not that Zacchaeus was merely short and climbed the tree for a better view of a popular figure passing through town, but an inner desire drove him to take a long look at Jesus.
The text in verse 3 reads that Zacchaeus “was seeking to see Jesus, who he is….” 
The phrase suggests more than a casual look. It also means Zacchaeus was interested in more than merely being able to say that he had seen Jesus as we might boast of having seen a celebrity or politician from a distance. 
Instead, the phrase suggests Zacchaeus wanted to know more about Jesus Himself. Zacchaeus was looking for some experience. The JB Phillips paraphrase captures this nuance. It describes Zacchaeus as “wanting to see what sort of person Jesus was.” 

Zacchaeus wanted to see Jesus not for what He could do but for who He was. 
Despite his wealth and power, Zacchaeus seemed to be searching for something to satisfy his soul’s deeper yearnings and longings.
Zacchaeus wanted to see the One about whom Paul would later write: “Though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, that you through His poverty might become rich.” (2 Corinthians 8:9)
Earthly riches, pleasures, and the so-called “finer things of life” are of little value once we discover their inability to provide meaning and purpose. Zacchaeus needed an encounter with Christ. 
A surprising thing happened while Zacchaeus was perched in the tree. Jesus came walking along, and He stopped at the tree’s base. And as Zacchaeus looked down, Jesus looked up. Their eyes met. And then Jesus called Zacchaeus by name. Think about that: Jesus knew Zacchaeus. He knew his name!
Of course, we shouldn’t be surprised that Jesus knew Zacchaeus by name. He is, after all, God in human flesh. The Apostle Paul writes in Colossians 2:9: “In Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (NIV). Jesus Christ is God-enfleshed in human skin. The essence and goodness of God is found in Christ.
Think of this: because Jesus Christ is the incarnation of God Himself, then not only would Jesus know Zacchaeus by name, but He would also know precisely when and where He would meet Zacchaeus. Moreover, He had created the very tree Zacchaeus would climb!
Yes, Jesus knew Zacchaeus’ name, and He knows your name, too. He knows who you are and what you think as you read this book. He knows what’s in your heart. And He knows your greatest fears, worries, and desires. But before we consider further your encounter with Christ, let’s continue our study of Zacchaeus’ encounter.
I imagine Jesus smiled broadly as he looked up that tree and said, “Zacchaeus! Make haste and come down, for today I must stay at your house.” (Luke 19:5)

When I was small, my mother taught me inviting myself to a friend’s house was impolite. You just weren’t supposed to do that. And yet, here is Jesus doing that very thing! It may be the only place in the New Testament where Jesus invites Himself to someone else’s house. Whatever may be a breach of etiquette for you and me does not apply to the master of hospitality!
We mentioned earlier that Jesus knew Zacchaeus’ name, but He also knows Zacchaeus himself. Jesus knows Zacchaeus is searching. And He knows Zacchaeus is highly unlikely to invite Christ over to his own house, especially given his inglorious profession as a tax collector. Arguably, Jesus honors Zacchaeus by inviting Himself over to his house so that He might dine with him.
Now, the Bible doesn’t say precisely how Zacchaeus got out of that tree (maybe he fell out!), but Luke does write in verse 6: “he made haste and came down”—and here’s the phrase that has my attention—“and received Him joyfully.”
Zacchaeus joyfully encounters the Good Lord, Jesus Christ! 
Unfortunately, however, not everyone thought Zacchaeus should be so joyful. After all, Zacchaeus was a swindler, a deceitfully devious and corrupt criminal. Some religious people would say Zacchaeus had no business being anywhere near Jesus. 
That’s how the religious scribes and Pharisees felt. Rather than celebrating Zacchaeus’ encounter with Christ, Luke tells us “they all complained” and spoke disparagingly about Christ’s fraternizing with the tax collector, saying, “He has gone to be a guest with a man who is a sinner.”  
Well, what were they?! Were they, not sinners, too? Of course, they were. As Paul declares in Romans 3:23, “All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.” The religious teachers were also sinners but apparently blind to the depth of their sin. To apply an earlier teaching of Jesus, these scribes and Pharisees were spiritually sick and unaware of their need for a doctor. (Luke 5:30-32)
Undaunted and unwilling to be discouraged by the spiritual naysayers, Zacchaeus joyfully receives Jesus into his home, where he later makes the meaningful announcement: “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.”
Now that is one evidence of true conversion! Here’s a guy who has genuinely believed in Christ, turning to his Savior in true faith and turning away from sin in true repentance. When we have a true encounter with Christ, it changes the way we live. 
When an extortioner like Zacchaeus is willing to make restitution four times what he has taken and is also willing to give away half of his belongings, he has indeed discovered the goodness of God through an encounter with Christ.
Zacchaeus was willing to give away earthly riches because he had received the priceless value of spiritual riches.
Put another way: Jesus changes everything. When we truly encounter Christ, our whole world changes. We have new desires and new ways of seeing things.
Jesus Loves The Outcasts
More than any other Gospel writer, the Apostle Luke stresses that Jesus came to save all people without distinction and has a special love for the outcasts, social rejects, the hated, and even the “Saul Goodmans” of the world.
Our Good Lord Jesus loves to save tax collectors, thieves, liars, adulterers, swindlers, murderers, and prostitutes. And He loves you, and He can save you, too.
Thankfully, there are no “incurable” cases for the “Great Physician!” Jesus can heal your soul. In the words of the hymn writer:
The vilest offender
Who truly believes
That moment from Jesus 
A pardon receives.2
We Must Love The Outcasts
May God help us avoid the sinful, sanctimonious, and self-righteous ways of the “religious people” in Luke’s Gospel. Let’s never act like the scribes and Pharisees, looking down our noses upon other “sinners.” 

Jesus said He came for those who know they need a doctor. Churches should provide spiritual triage and care for all who know they are sick.
We Ourselves Are Outcasts
The only difference between a saved outcast and an unsaved outcast is our Good Lord, Jesus Christ.

Christians and non-Christians alike are forever in need of Christ. If you follow Jesus, remember that while sin no longer reigns in your life, it remains in your life. As you grow in Christ, continue to confess daily sins that hamper your fellowship with God.

Humility causes us all to take sin seriously and grow in our capacity to overcome it by continually reckoning ourselves to be dead indeed to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus our Lord.“ (Romans 6:11)

On the inside of my Bible, I have written something Christian author and speaker Steve Brown has said numerous times. It’s this simple statement:
“You wouldn’t be so shocked by your sin if you didn’t have such a high opinion of yourself.”3
There is a sense in which Christians are still outcasts—yet not outcasts without hope! Christians are “works in progress,” progressing daily in increasing measures of holiness, Christians who regularly “re-encounter” the Good Lord, Jesus Christ!
What About Your Encounter?
	Like Zacchaeus, do you long for meaning? How can an encounter with Christ change everything for you?
	Who do you know who is like a modern-day Zacchaeus? What other “outcasts” need your love today?
	There are no incurable cases! An encounter with Christ can lead to forgiveness in Christ. Check out the Appendix for how to trust Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior.




1. Frederick Buechner. “Peculiar Treasures.” Frederick Buechner. Last modified May 3, 2016. www.frederickbuechner.com/quote-of-the-day/2016/5/3/peculiar-treasures.
2. Frances Crosby. “To God Be The Glory.” 1875, Public Domain.
3. Steve Brown, “Steve’s Devotional—Repent Now.” KeyLife, last modified August 11, 2021, https://www.keylife.org/articles/steves-devotional-repent-now/.




Chapter 2
He Turns Crisis Into Calm

The Nobleman (John 4:46-54)
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46 So Jesus came again to Cana of Galilee where He had made the water wine. And there was a certain nobleman whose son was sick at Capernaum.  
47 When he heard that Jesus had come out of Judea into Galilee, he went to Him and implored Him to come down and heal his son, for he was at the point of death. 
48 Then Jesus said to him, ”Unless you people see signs and wonders, you will by no means believe.”
49 The nobleman said to Him, “Sir, come down before my child dies!”
50 Jesus said to him, “Go your way; your son lives.” So the man believed the word that Jesus spoke to him, and he went his way. 
51 And as he was now going down, his servants met him and told him, saying, “Your son lives!”
52 Then he inquired of them the hour when he got better. And they said to him, “Yesterday at the seventh hour the fever left him.” 
53 So the father knew that it was at the same hour in which Jesus said to him, “Your son lives.” And he himself believed, and his whole household.
54 This is the second sign Jesus did when He came out of Judea into Galilee.
What do Christians mean when they talk about faith? The word is often used to describe belief in general. Someone says he has “faith” that everything will be all right. He doesn’t say what substantiates his faith or where his faith is placed. He says, “Well, I have faith,” as though faith—in and of itself—were all that mattered.
Many Bible teachers have helped us understand biblical faith by asking us to imagine a man approaching a frozen pond.1 The man is going to walk across the ice. Picture a man weighing 250 pounds who has faith that this pond of ice—just a half-inch thick—will support his 250-pound frame as he walks across it. 
Surprised, you say to him, “You’re going to walk across that ice? You realize it is only a half-inch thick?!” The man says, “Oh, yes! I have great faith, lots of faith. I believe that the ice will support my weight.” You respond, “Well, good luck with that,” and the 250-pound man immediately falls through the ice.
Contrast that scenario with another man weighing the same 250 pounds but about to cross a frozen pond of ice 18 inches thick. This man approaches the ice with faith, but his faith is just a tiny faith, about the size of a mustard seed. But all is well because it is not the size of his faith that is important, but the thickness of the ice. That man can place his faith in the sure and stable weightiness of the ice.
So when we talk of faith, it is not simply faith, in and of itself, a mere subjective faith without substance or foundation. The Christian faith is primarily an objective faith, a faith that rests upon the stability of an actual object, namely the person of Jesus Christ, as revealed in the Gospels. 
In this encounter, we read about a man who moves from a somewhat shaky faith to a firm belief. He moves from crisis to calm as he rests upon the weightiness of the Lord Jesus Christ.
Charles Spurgeon said this passage demonstrates “the rise and progress of faith in the soul.”2 And I would agree with that statement. We see the greatness of Jesus Christ and the progression of one man’s faith in Him.
Warren Wiersbe helps us think through this passage with four C-Lettered words.3 I find them especially helpful in studying this passage, so we’ll use them as headings as we move along.
Crisis Faith 
Crisis faith is the kind of faith we have when something happens suddenly to us. It hits us, jars us, and rocks our world. A “storm” of some kind throws us into the critical tailspin of crisis. Crisis faith. 
John tells us in verse 46 that there is a man who has a son that is sick. This is his crisis. The man is described as “a certain nobleman.” Other translations have “a royal official” or something similar. 
The nobleman traveled from Capernaum to Cana (some 16 miles) to see Jesus. We are told in verse 47 that “he went to Him and implored Him to come down and heal his son, for he was at the point of death.”
The verb tense indicates that this man’s request was repeated, something he asked more
Confident Faith 
Confirmed Faith
Contagious Faith 
God Often Uses Trials To Drive Us To Jesus
Trust Jesus To Carry You From Crisis To Calm
What About Your Encounter?
	What is your first reaction when facing a crisis?
	Do you agree that the size of one’s faith is not as important as the object of one’s faith?
	Why do some feel they “deserve” God’s blessings of healing or favor?
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