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Sunday, November 2, 2025

SERMON: THE JOY OF CHRIST
By Rev. Dr. Don Algeo

Summary: Let not your heart be troubled.

The story of the encounter between Jesus and Zacchaeus that we read about in
today’s Gospel selection from Luke is one of my favorites, because it contains a
few elements that you don’t find in any of the many other encounters we read
about between Jesus and those who sought him out. Over and over again in the
gospels, we read about people seeking Jesus out to get something from him. Some
are hoping for physical cures for their ailments, whether blindness or leprosy or
paralysis or physical infirmity of one sort or another. Others are seeking
instruction, some are seeking protection from the elements, some are even seeing
for resurrection from the dead.

But one thing that’s interesting about Zacchaeus is that he doesn’t come looking
for some personal benefit. His motivation is simply that he wants to see Jesus — he
simply wants to get a glimpse of this young man about whom the whole
countryside seems to be talking.

Another thing that sets this encounter apart is the extreme to which Zacchaeus goes
to satisfy his curiosity. Since Jesus is surrounded by people, presumably including
his inner circle of big rough fishermen, Zacchaeus can’t get a good look at him, so
he resorts to climbing a tree. So what we’re presented with is the almost comical
picture of a man clinging to the branches of a tree when Jesus, passing below,
glances up, sees him there, and almost certainly with a big, delighted smile on his
face, yells up above the noise of the crowd and invites this dangling onlooker to
dinner at the man’s house!
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The third thing that sets this encounter apart is that it isn’t just any run-of-the-mill
curiosity-seeker up there in the tree, but a rich man, undoubtedly a well-known rich
man, since Jesus addresses him by name. So he was almost certainly very well-
groomed, wearing expensive jewelry, with elaborate and embroidered robes that he
was almost certainly putting at risk by clambering up a tree, and which he was
probably awkwardly gripping about his thighs for modesty’s sake.

And the final thing that’s different about this story is that, unlike nearly every other
we find in the gospels, in this one the recipient of Christ’s action demonstrates a
moral or as opposed to a physical improvement. Usually the end result of someone
of need meeting Jesus is getting up and dancing about or raising his hands and
clenching his fists or stumbling around in delight at being able to finally see the
world around him or relaxing in relief after the boat stops being tossed around on
the waves or weeping over his recovered daughter or son.

But with Zacchaeus it’s different. At the dinner that concludes his meeting with
Jesus, Zacchaeus stands up and says he’s going to give away half his fortune and
compensate everyone he’s cheated — although once again even here the scene
retains an amusing dimension that I’'m sure again brought a smile to Jesus’ lips:
Zacchaeus is giving away half his wealth, but not all of it, presumably keeping
enough to still be well off! We remember Jesus once telling another rich man to
sell all he has.

So what we have is a distinguished, wealthy man who set aside his customary
dignity to climb a tree like a rambunctious ten-year-old simply to get a glimpse of
this traveling rabbi from the sticks, and who gets rewarded for this wildly
uncharacteristic behavior by being commanded to invite the country preacher and
his motley crew to his own house for a meal, during which he stands up and
flamboyantly announces that he’s reforming his ways, at least to some extent,
while Jesus, one suspects, was probably sitting there chuckling and nonetheless
delighted.

Now, isn’t that an interesting story? And I suspect that the reason Luke includes it
in his gospel is because it illustrates so well the delight Jesus experienced in
meeting someone who was at least on the path to overcoming one of the greatest,
maybe even the greatest, material obstacles along the way to leading a heavenly
life: the possession of great wealth.

And so it’s that delight we’re going to talk about this morning, because it’s
important to remember that Christianity, as embodied first and foremost in our
Lord, isn’t just solemn prayer and serious do-goodism. Jesus himself once
described his motive for offering his instruction in John 15: 11:



These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may remain in you, and that your
joy may be full.

And I think the episode with Zacchaeus provides a lesson in the nature of Christ’s
own joy that can provide nourishment for our own.

What did Jesus see with his physical eyes when he looked up into that tree? He
saw a well-to-do, well-dressed, cultivated and educated man of influence and
importance clinging to the branch of a tree, simply to get a look at Jesus Himself.

It’s the same lesson we find embodied in another episode recounted by Luke, an
occasion when Jesus had been at the house of the two sisters, Martha and Mary,
and while Martha is hustling and bustling about dealing with her household tasks,
Mary is simply sitting quietly by Jesus and listening to him. When Martha asks
Jesus to tell her sister to get busy and help her, Jesus gently rebukes her, and says
that Mary, in simply sitting with and listening to him, has chosen the better part.

We're not given any of the back story of Zacchaeus. All we are shown is a rich
man who, for at least one afternoon of his life, had by some grace become aware of
the depth and reality of a spiritual need that nothing in the material world could
provide, who had been freed from simply resting on the foundation of his own life,
with all its preoccupations and duties and rules and rewards, and was now simply
seeking a glimpse of another sort of life, with a different foundation.

In Zacchaeus’ life, the foundation was wealth. Other lives, including our own,
may have other foundations: maybe one’s job, one’s own achievements, one’s
recreations, one’s family, one’s brainpower, one’s celebrity and so on and so on.

But whatever the foundation, what brings joy to the heart of Christ, and joy to all
of heaven, is when someone begins to realize that the only foundation, the only one
that will withstand the onslaught of circumstances and time, is the foundation of
Christ, the solid rock.

The lost sheep over which the shepherd and the whole village rejoices doesn’t just
represent those who have strayed into the dark regions of sin, but those who have
yet to return from their dependence on the transient rewards and treacherous
deception of relying on the world, and accepted the eternal and never-failing
security and peace of uniting with the flock of Christ’s own people, and by so
doing brought joy to Christ himself and all the angels of heaven.

But there is another element of Christ’s joy pictured in our story, and one that it’s
important for all of us to remember. It’s the joy, not just of finding someone who



has turned to him and away from the world, but of then being able to send his own
Spirit into the life of that person, and begin the process of transforming that
person’s life. Zacchaeus, once he has opened his eyes to the reality of Jesus, of
who is and what he offers, is immediately allowed to bring Jesus into his own
house, and is thereby motivated to take the first step, even though it’s a small and
faltering and inadequate step, nonetheless the first step, now guided and
strengthened by Christ, of being incorporated into the world of Christ.

In exactly the same way, once we have opened the door, Christ himself takes the
initiative and enters into our own homes, and once there begins the process of
transforming our own lives. Once welcomed as a guest and sitting at our table,
Christ’s own spirit begins the never-ending process of redirecting our own
resources into heavenly coffers, of rearranging the furniture of our lives, of
reorienting our own priorities and concerns and aspirations, and bringing them into
alignment with our own, so that we, through the corridors of eternity, may come to
share his joy.

And so, heavenly father, our prayer for today is that we, like Zacchaeus, by
welcoming Jesus into our lives, may begin to experience a change of heart just as
Zacchaeus did, that we may begin to experience a new security, a new peace, and
most of all a new joy, the very joy of Christ, in whose name we pray.



