TO SEEK AND TO SAVE THE LOST

Luke 18:9-19:10

Key Verse: 19:10

“For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.”


Jesus was just a few miles from Jerusalem. There he would be crucified. But at such a time all he thought of was the kingdom of God. Jesus taught the crowds and the Twelve the kingdom of God. He saw God working in a blind beggar and a man named Zacchaeus. He sought to save all the lost to the end. In this passage the Son of Man reveals himself as the one who came to seek and to save what was lost.

I.  What is Impossible with Men is Possible with God (18:9-34)

Jesus had told his disciples a parable about a woman who persistently sought justice. He taught the faith that seeks God’s justice. God will bring about justice for his chosen ones because he is the judge. Now Jesus turned his attention to some others and told another parable about God’s justice from a slightly different viewpoint. This parable was about being justified before God. Look at verses 9-12. “To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else, Jesus told this parable: ‘Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.”’” A Pharisee and a tax collector went up to the temple to pray. It probably was very normal for a Pharisee to be seen at the temple, and it was probably just as unusual to see a tax collector there. According to the parable, the Pharisee had an interesting prayer topic: he prayed about himself. He also had a thanksgiving topic. He thanked God that he was not like a robber, an evildoer or an adulterer. He was a good man who practiced fasting and tithing. He was an exemplary man.

But how did the tax collector pray? Look at verse 13. “But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a sinner.’” This man could not boldly approach God. He had nothing to pray about himself. He had no exemplary spiritual quality to bring before God. All he prayed was, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.”

Which man was justified before God? In verse 14 Jesus said, “I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.” This verse should make us consider what it is to be justified before God. The Pharisee was confident of his own righteousness. When he compared himself to robbers, adulterers or tax collectors, he wasn’t like them at all. He was far better indeed, and he went so far as to thank God for his life as a Pharisee. But all these things did not add up to him being justified before God. He remained in his own righteousness. Jesus said that the sum total of his spiritual life was exalting himself. The tax collector prayed, “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” He prayed neither about his own righteousness nor his own unrighteousness. He had nothing at all to offer to God, and Jesus called that humbleness. He was not better than the Pharisee; he was a tax collector that no one could accept. But this man went home justified before God. God accepted his prayer. God is just; God is the judge. God declared this man, rather than the other, justified before God. Jesus told this parable to the very people who were confident of their own righteousness. To us, Jesus opens the truth of God’s holy justice, which stands apart from our righteousness or unrighteousness, our being exalted or humbled. Apart from all these things, Jesus teaches the truth that there is God who justifies.

Jesus was doing the remarkable work of revealing God. It was a beautiful and intensive Bible study. But right in the middle of it, what was going on? Look at verse 15. “People were also bringing babies to Jesus to have him touch them. When the disciples saw this, they rebuked them.” The truth is that babies are not well behaved. They cry among other things that they do. Jesus was teaching the truth of God. So his disciples, in the interest of maintaining an orderly Bible study, rebuked the people who were bringing their babies at this time. It sounds like a reasonable thing to do. But how did Jesus receive the children? Verse 16 says that Jesus called the children to him and said, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.” I have four children, but I am still easily distracted, and I can’t think about anything when they are being children. But when Jesus saw the little children, all he could think of was the kingdom of God that belongs to such as these. Jesus was the best CBF Bible teacher. The kingdom of God belongs to such as these. God opens the door to the kingdom of God. In fact it belongs to his children. God gives the kingdom. Who can enter through the door? Verse 16 says, “I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.” This is the truth of entering the kingdom of God. God gives the kingdom, and his little children receive it.

As Jesus spoke, a certain ruler asked him, “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” (18) Obviously when the man heard Jesus speak he thought, “He’s a good teacher.” But how did Jesus respond? “Why do you call me good?” Jesus answered. “No one is good—except God alone.” (19) Being justified before God and entering the kingdom of God have to do with God alone. Now Jesus said that “good” has to do with God alone as well. Jesus continued in verse 20: “You know the commandments: ‘Do not commit adultery, do not murder, do not steal, do not give false testimony, honor your father and mother.’” What commandments did Jesus remind him of? There are ten commandments, but Jesus spoke of only five. These are the five that would be evident to others whether or not he obeyed them. Jesus did not speak of the commands referring to love of God, nor did he speak of the tenth commandment, “Do not covet.” And what did the ruler say to Jesus? “All these I have kept since I was a boy,” he said. (21) He was good boy. And now he was a good man. He kept the commandments—at least the five Jesus mentioned—faithfully. He was five for ten. He reminds us of Paul, who declared that regarding legalistic righteousness, he was faultless. (Php 3:6) Paul only really struggled with one commandment, “Do not covet.” (Ro 7:8) He was nine for ten! The ruler who met Jesus, just like Paul, was good. The only problem was that no matter how good he had been, he was not sure about eternal life. He was still living in this world. He had not entered the kingdom of God. Was there something he must do that he had missed?

Look at verse 22. “When Jesus heard this, he said to him, ‘You still lack one thing. Sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.’” The man lacked only one thing. He needed to follow Jesus. He needed to sell everything else he had been depending on, including his own obedience that he had kept since he was a boy, and follow Jesus. It was the one thing he lacked. 

How did the ruler respond to Jesus? Verse 23 says, “When he heard this, he became very sad, because he was a man of great wealth.” He was sad because of his great wealth. Wealth shouldn’t make us sad. But his great wealth did not give him treasure in heaven. He was rich, but he could not enter the kingdom of God. What did Jesus say to the man? Jesus looked at him and said, “How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God! Indeed, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” (24-25) Jesus looked at the man and spoke these words. The man lacked one thing: he had not entered the kingdom of God. He had been good in his religious life and successful in surviving to this point. But he had not entered the kingdom of God.

What did those who heard this ask? Verse 26 says, “Those who heard this asked, ‘Who then can be saved?’” The implication here is that no one can be saved; no one can enter the kingdom of God. Even the good, even the wealthy cannot enter; the door is closed to being saved. How did Jesus reply? Jesus replied, “What is impossible with men is possible with God.” (27) There are things that are impossible for men. Can a man enter the kingdom of God? He can’t. It is impossible. The righteous Pharisee in the parable could not enter. The wealthy and good ruler who met Jesus couldn’t enter either. It is impossible with men. The sum total of all of our goodness and all of our accumulated wealth that we have been surviving with to this point falls short. But Jesus said, “What is impossible with men is possible with God.” When a man meets the impossibility, God comes to him right there with possibility. Is it possible for a tax collector to be justified before God? It is possible with God. Is it possible for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God? It is possible with God. Is it possible for a sinner to be forgiven? It is possible with God. “What is impossible with men is possible with God.” No one wants to confront the impossibility. We always want to hold on to just one thing in this world. When Peter heard Jesus he said, “We have left all we had to follow you!” That was the truth of Jesus’ disciples. They had left everything to follow Jesus. They put all of their hopes on him—their businesses, their families—in order to follow Jesus. Was it impossible then? So Peter came back yet again. He confronted the impossible and offered it to Jesus. What did Jesus say? “I tell you the truth,” Jesus said to them, “no one who has left home or wife or brothers or parents or children for the sake of the kingdom of God will fail to receive many times as much in this age and, in the age to come, eternal life.” (29-30) They will receive it all. They will receive God’s possibility in all the things of this age, and in the age to come, eternal life. It is truly the eternal possibility, that is, they receive God. Thank God who gives men the impossible, that they may know the limitless possibility with God, even eternal life.

Right after this, what did Jesus do? Look at verses 31-33. “Jesus took the Twelve aside and told them, ‘We are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written by the prophets about the Son of Man will be fulfilled. He will be handed over to the Gentiles. They will mock him, insult him, spit on him, flog him and kill him. On the third day he will rise again.’” Here we learn that Jesus is not teaching a brand new gospel, but it is what the prophets testified to throughout the Old Testament. Jesus came as the Son of Man in fulfillment of the work of God through history, especially the history of the people of Israel. He came to bear what was impossible for them to the cross. At the same time he came to testify to what was possible with God—the resurrection. The gospel is the testimony of God for sinners that “what is impossible with men is possible with God.” It is the forgiveness of sin, life from the dead, justification by God, entering the kingdom of God and eternal life, as God had been testifying all along. Jesus is truly the fulfillment for men. Verse 34 says, “The disciples did not understand any of this. Its meaning was hidden from them, and they did not know what he was talking about.” The gospel is what God does. Even the disciples at this time could not understand it. It was hidden in God. We have the New Testament that testifies the same truth to us. At the same time it is not a matter of our understanding. We have heard the gospel, but who can explain it? It is the gospel of God. But through the gospel God brought life to the dead. God opened the kingdom of God for us to receive as his children

II.  A Blind Beggar and Zacchaeus (18:35-19:10)

In these verses we meet two very different men who both reveal God.

First, a blind beggar (18:35-43). What happened as Jesus approached Jericho? Verse 35 says, “As Jesus approached Jericho, a blind man was sitting by the roadside begging.” Jesus was approaching Jericho, which is only seventeen miles from Jerusalem. On his way to Jerusalem his path crossed that of a blind man. What did the man do when he heard that Jesus was passing by? Verses 36-38 say, “When he heard the crowd going by, he asked what was happening. They told him, ‘Jesus of Nazareth is passing by.’ He called out, ‘Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!’” What the man called out is truly amazing. He was a blind man and a beggar. But he called out to Jesus who was the Son of David. He meant that Jesus is the promised Messiah, the eternal King promised to come in the line of David. At the same time he shouted, “Have mercy on me!” The man was blind, but he saw that God sent the Messiah to him to have mercy on him. He didn’t plead for his sight at this time. He pleaded for God’s mercy. How could it be? Even the Twelve did not understand. It’s meaning was hidden from them at this time, but it was not hidden. Here was a blind beggar who called out, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” God’s work appeared.

How did those who led the way react? “Those who led the way rebuked him and told him to be quiet, but he shouted all the more, ‘Son of David, have mercy on me!’” The crowd was not a hindrance to the revelation of God’s mercy. What did Jesus do when he heard the man? Jesus stopped and ordered the man to be brought to him. When he came near, Jesus asked him, “What do you want me to do for you?” ”Lord, I want to see,” he replied. (40-41) How beautiful. Jesus met this man, a blind beggar. But Jesus saw the kingdom of God shouting from his heart. So Jesus met him face to face. He asked him, “What do you want me to do for you?” What can we say when the Son of David meets us personally with this question? What will we think about when all the tender mercy of God confronts us as we are and speaks to us, maybe for the first time? “What do you want me to do for you?” “Lord, I want to see.” What was the result? Look at verses 42-43. “Jesus said to him, ‘Receive your sight; your faith has healed you.’ Immediately he received his sight and followed Jesus, praising God. When all the people saw it, they also praised God.” Maybe we couldn’t understand or know about anything until today. But the mercy of God cannot be hindered. The kingdom of God embraced a blind beggar when he wasn’t expecting it. But there the kingdom of God was revealed in the world.

Second, Zacchaeus. (19:1-10) Look at verses 1-4. “Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through. A man was there by the name of Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was wealthy. He wanted to see who Jesus was, but being a short man he could not, because of the crowd. So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore-fig tree to see him, since Jesus was coming that way.” Who was Zacchaeus? He doesn’t look like a good candidate to even care about Jesus, much less want to see him. He was not just any tax collector. He was a chief tax collector. He was the boss of the other tax collectors. He probably did some things to gain such a position that weren’t praiseworthy. He was a wealthy man. Obviously being wealthy outweighed being acceptable even by minimum standards to his people. But this man wanted to see Jesus. So much so that he overcame his short physical stature and his stature in the community to do something very visible: climb up in a tree in order to just see Jesus as he was passing by. In some sense he was like the blind beggar of the previous story: he wanted to see.

What did Jesus do when he reached Zacchaeus? Verses 5-6 say, “When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, ‘Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today.’ So he came down at once and welcomed him gladly.” The word “must” tells us that when Jesus saw Zacchaeus in the tree, he saw a man who would sell everything related to his position, wealth and dignity just to see a glimpse of Jesus; in other words, he saw the work of God.

What did all the people do when they saw this? All the people saw this and began to mutter, “He has gone to be the guest of a ‘sinner.’” (7) They were right. But what did Zacchaeus do when he was exposed before Jesus as a sinner? Verse 8 says, “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.’” Probably Zacchaeus had achieved half of his wealth by cheating others. So he could only give away half, and then he had to make restitution with the other half. But what should we see when we witness a man like Zacchaeus come to Jesus? When all the people saw this they began to mutter. But what did Jesus say to Zacchaeus? Look at verses 9-10. “Jesus said to him, ‘Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.’” When Jesus saw one man Zacchaeus, he saw that salvation had come. He saw Zacchaeus as a precious son of Abraham. But he saw the God of Abraham, who was raising up the children of Abraham like Zacchaeus. What kind of man was Father Abraham? Romans 4:17 says, “He is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed—the God who gives life to the dead, and calls things that are not as though they were.” Jesus saw this in Zacchaeus. He saw God’s hand bringing salvation to this house. What is salvation? In light of this passage it is being declared justified before God, it is receiving the kingdom of God, and entering the kingdom of God. It is the thing that is impossible for men, but possible with God. 

Look at verse 10 again. For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” Jesus is the Son of Man. He came seeking to save what was lost. Being lost is not just being one aisle over at the supermarket. It is being lost from God. The Son of Man came to this world—lost in blindness or self-justification or sin—but lost from God and his kingdom. The Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost. In him what is the impossible with men becomes the possible with God. In him death becomes life. In him the lost are found in God. The Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost. In him the kingdom of God has come to us.

