What It Means to Be Lost

Luke 19:2-10 And there was a man named Zacchaeus. He was a chief tax collector and was rich. 3 And he was seeking to see who Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, because he was small of stature. 4 So he ran on ahead and climbed up into a sycamore tree to see him, for he was about to pass that way. 5 And when Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, "Zacchaeus, hurry and come down, for I must stay at your house today." 6 So he hurried and came down and received him joyfully. 7 And when they saw it, they all grumbled, "He has gone in to be the guest of a man who is a sinner." 8 And Zacchaeus stood and said to the Lord, "Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor. And if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I restore it fourfold." 9 And Jesus said to him, "Today salvation has come to this house, since he also is a son of Abraham. 10 For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost." ESV

John 17:12 While I was with them, I kept them in your name, which you have given me. I have guarded them, and not one of them has been lost except the son of destruction, that the Scripture might be fulfilled. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

There is a generation of preachers alive today who strive more to be pleasing to men than to be pleasing to God.  Such preachers would be more at home in a political arena than in the pulpit of the living God.  I am speaking of the movement today which has decided to “sugar-coat” the gospel and the Word of God so that it doesn’t offend or confront anybody.  Many of them have long stopped using the word, “sin” in their messages.  Because “sin” is too strong a word – they say it might lead people to think that they are not okay in their present state.  And they would never label someone a “sinner.”  Similarly, many denominations and churches have ceased to use references to the “blood” of Christ because such things sound barbaric to the “refined mind.”  And you would certainly never hear a sermon about “hell” and in fact most of them have decided to make “hell” a fictional place that is not real and that is not unquenchable.  Gone are the sermons about bringing the world to Christ and of the need for evangelism.  Gone are the sermons about how we are to be an army full of power and might, crusading and fighting for His kingdom.  

They instead preach on social issues and self-help mantras.  How to have your best life now.  How to be healthy and be agreeable with society.  How to have a better marriage and a better career.  How to be a self-starter and self-actualized.  Making the world a better and safer place to live in.  Nothing wrong with all of those things, but those are not the church’s chief functions in the plan of God.  Since we are to be the body of Christ, the chief function of the church should be the same as was the chief function of Christ’s visit in this world.  What was that?  We read it in our text what Jesus Christ said was the main reason for His coming to earth:

Luke 19:10 For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost." ESV 

Ahh!  There’s another word that is not popular in the pulpits of today:  “lost!”  I saw a survey recently where more than just about any other religious word, the crowds of people today don’t like to be called “lost.”  And the author who cited the work recommended the readers, “don’t use terms like ‘lost and salvation’ in your messages because such is a turn off to modern society members – people today don’t want to hear that they are lost.”  He’s right, you know, people today would rather join a social club of a church where they are told that they need to change nothing and many parts of the Bible are either watered down or ignored completely and they can keep doing what they think is right without any confrontation or conviction or that – Gasp!  Another word to avoid – repentance!  

Let me speak to such philosophies today directly and bluntly!  If you have a thousand people coming to your service on Sunday, you may have a crowd, but if they have not had the Savior, Jesus Christ, work in their life and repented of their sins and been washed in His blood and delivered from their past through the working of the Spirit of God, they are just a crowd, not a church!  If our goal here was to sell merchandise and to sell my books and DVDs and make more money then I would be satisfied with a crowd, but that’s not our goal!  Our goal is to get people to heaven!  I want you to have a better life down here, but if you have a crummy life on this earth and make it to life everlasting – well in a few billion years or so, I don’t think that you will mind having had a miserable existence for eighty years.  Eternity is real folks, and it is really forever and yet how much of our preaching is to prepare people for this vapor of a life now and how much of it is to prepare people for the reality of eternity!?  Which should be the priority in our preaching?  Which lasts the longest?  

And so with all due respect to the religious powers that be in this world, I must point out that Jesus Christ preached on social issues and on ways to have a better life, but His main point and main thrust was always for those who heard Him to get right with God.  “Sin,” “repentance,” and “blood” were all words that flowed regularly from the Master’s lips.  And our savior preached on hell and a place of everlasting torment more than any other subject!  We have recorded 1,870 verses that Jesus said and a full 13% had to do with hell.  We have 32 parables or stories that Jesus taught and over half are about eternal fire and judgment.  And another quarter of them involve “being lost” or should I say “the importance of not being lost.”  The strongest word for “hell,” gehenna which means “lake of fire” is used in scripture twelve times and all but one are from the mouth of our Savior.  Why did He preach so adamantly about such subjects?  Because Jesus was the only person who ever walked the earth already having seen hell and Jesus’ primary ministry was to reach and save the lost.  Our text was His mission statement.  It was for this reason that He came and lived for over three decades on this earth.  It was for this reason that He tirelessly for over three and a half years preached and taught and trained His disciples.  It was for this reason that He willingly laid down His life on a cross.  It was for this reason that He formed the Apostolic church through His disciples.  Why?  To seek and save the lost!  And Jesus Christ never changes; that is still today His focus and priority.  If a preacher loses such vocabulary as “sin, repentance, baptism, lost, savior, and hell” then they have lost the vocabulary of Jesus Christ!      

______________________________________________________________________

And so today, I will go against the conventional wisdom of modern theology.  Today, I will not only mention the word that people mostly do not want to hear, but I’m going to focus on it.  We’ve sang the song so much that it has almost become a cliché to us without any real meaning:

Amazing Grace how sweet the sound,

That saved a wretch like me.

I once was lost but now I’m found,

Was blind but now I see.

It may not be popular to talk about, but it is still the desire of God for people to no longer be lost!  And so the question today is, “are you lost?”  Before you answer, we need to consider what it really means to be “lost!””  

To not let yourself be found is to be lost..

Maybe this seems obvious, but let us point out the scriptural principle of our text.  Zaccheus, the “wee little man,” climbs the sycamore tree in an effort to see Jesus.  Jesus walking by, calls him by name and invites Himself over for dinner. Before the day is up, Zaccheus has truly repented and believed and Jesus pronounces that he was lost but has now been found.  

To the human mind, it would seem that Jesus was the one lost in the crowd and Zaccheus the one doing the looking.  It was Zaccheus who climbed the tree.  It was Zaccheus who made the effort to push through the crowd and to see over the crowd.  It was Zaccheus who earnestly desired to see Jesus.  But in all of his eagerness and efforts, Zaccheus was still lost in the crowd.  He was still just a faceless member of the multitude as Jesus passed by.  But when Jesus stopped, looked up in the tree, and called Him by name!  When Jesus did that, Zaccheus was no longer lost in the crowd!  Zaccheus had thought that he was looking for Jesus, but in reality, it was Jesus who was looking for him!

And so there is a great truth here.  I’ve heard the testimonies of “I’m so glad I found Christ.”  “I’m so glad for the day that I discovered Him.”  Actually, I think it was the other way around – He found you!  Jesus knew that Zaccheus would be in the crowd that day.  Jesus chose to walk that way on purpose.  And with that in mind, consider the tree.  Jesus had been the very one who as Creator of the Universe caused that sycamore tree to blossom and grow.  He had been the very one who had sent the sunlight faithfully and the rain to nourish that tree.  And He had caused it grow up tall enough at the right spot in the road, because one day Zaccheus would have need of it!  We would say, “well, Zaccheus is the one who made the effort to try to see Jesus, Zaccheus found Jesus.”  But remember before Zaccheus ever had such a desire, there was a sycamore tree growing at the urging of the Master of the Universe because He already knew that one day a short man would have need of such a tree!  The tree suggests that Jesus found Zaccheus and not the other way around!  

I’m preaching to some of you today!  You think that you found Christ.  Actually Christ found you.  You think that you are looking for God, actually God is looking for you!  You think that you caused the circumstances of life to come about so that you had your rendezvous with glory.  Really, if you will look closely enough, there is a sycamore tree back in your life somewhere – something planted by God to enable you to seek for Him and to come in contact with Him.  The truth is that He found you or is looking for you!  The truth is that He already knew your name before you ever climbed up the first branch!  The truth is that He was planning to pass by this way!  

Even today, God is passing by your life!  You have a measure of faith.  You have ears to hear the Word of God.  You have breath to praise and respond to His Word.  The circumstances that brought you here are not your own doing or an accident of life, but are rather a divinely appointed sycamore tree from God!  This church is a tree, today to aid you in hearing Him call your name.  Maybe you are seeking Him, but understand it is He who has found you!  He came a long way from glory to seek you and He is here!  How sad it would be if someone would not take advantage of the opportunity of this rendezvous with the Master!  You are not a faceless member of the multitude of the world, but God knows your name.  He knew you would be here this morning.  He is crying and calling out to you!  He is inviting Himself into your life today!  He is calling you to repentance and for His Spirit to come live inside your life.  

But consider this:  what if Zaccheus had not allowed Himself to be found?  What if despite the obvious calling of Jesus to Him and the beckoning and the invitation, if Zaccheus would have hopped off of that tree and disappeared back into the crowds, running from His savior?  He would still be lost!  Because He would not let Himself be found.  Are you lost today?  The answer to that question first depends on whether or not you will allow yourself to be found and so again I ask you, “are you lost today?”  

Why would anyone run from such an encounter with God and do as Zaccheus did not do?  One possible answer brings us to another facet of what it means to be lost:

To not realize that you are lost is to be lost.  

Worse than a person who is in quicksand struggling for help is the person who is slowly sinking and doesn’t even realize it!  Worse than a person who has a tumor and is having to go to the doctors and face surgery to cut it out is a person who has a tumor and does not know it and who is living their life as if nothing were wrong.  Worse than a man who is lost because his shortcut didn’t work out is a man who is lost and who will not admit that he’s lost, who thinks that he knows where he is and really doesn’t have a clue.  

Ajadiana has this Winnie the Pooh book where Pooh, Piglet, and Rabbit all get lost in the woods – sorry, for the children’s reference here, but it is fresh on my mind because I’ve had the joy of reading it a hundred times the past few weeks.  They wander in circles in the woods and keep coming by this same sandpit.  Pooh and Piglet notice this, but Rabbit refuses to admit that he’s lost and gets even more lost!  

How many people are like Rabbit?  Their lives are going in circles and they are pointlessly and aimlessly meandering through life and they do not even realize it?  They refuse to admit that they are lost spiritually.  They refuse to admit that there is a void in their life.  They refuse to admit that without Jesus Christ at the center of their life, their life is pointless and meaningless.  They refuse to admit that their own experience and conscience screams out “something is missing.”  It is!  You were created for so much more than just living and dying.  Thank God for family and good jobs and education but you were created for so much more than just raising a family and earning a living and learning more about life.  There is a kingdom that is higher than this earth called the kingdom of God!  You need a Savior and to not realize that, is to be forever lost!  

I believe in repentance; I believe in water baptism in the name of Jesus – it’s the only name given among men whereby we must be saved; I believe in receiving the infilling of the Holy Ghost just as they did on the day of Pentecost and just as they did in Samaria and in Cornelius’ household!  All of that is important and it was the message of the original church.  But let us not forget that the starting point is that you must acknowledge that you need a Savior and that Jesus Christ is the only One who can save you.  John wrote:

1 John 2:23 No one who denies the Son has the Father; whoever acknowledges the Son has the Father also. NIV  

You cannot come to know the supreme being of the universe who created all things except through Jesus Christ.  It’s not enough to believe just in “God.”  Man has created thousands of variations of what “God” is.  But there is only one God who created man and He is the One God who was manifested in flesh and shed His own blood.  Just believing in a universal God is not enough, you must believe that you need a Savior, and that the Savior is Jesus Christ!  That is the first step to doing something about being lost – you must be willing to admit that doing things your way is just going in circles around the pit of sin and that you need to someone to help you to save you.  

Listen to this preacher:  I’m spending probably too much time here, but the easiest way to be lost is to not believe that you are lost.  The easiest way for the devil to get you to reject the work of our Savior is to convince you that you don’t need a Savior.  Those preachers who will not confront the godlessness and sinfulness in your life are doing the devil a favor and are linking arms with his cause.  Because any man or woman who is a true mouthpiece of God will lead you first to the need for salvation and then to the Savior who can do something about it. Nullify the sin and you nullify the need for a savior in their life.  I’ve heard people say, “I don’t need church – I don’t need the Bible.”  You are deluded and are firmly in the grasp of a sly devil who is good at what he does.  You have believed a lie!  Because without God you are lost!  Without a Savior active in your life every day, you will be lost.  

The truth is that your very searching in life points to the fact that something is missing in your life.  Your very turning to sex and booze and drugs and work and relationships and whatever to try bring meaning to your life indicates that something is missing.  And that missing piece is Jesus Christ.  But He cannot help you until you admit that you need Him.  He cannot help you from your lost position until you admit that you are lost.  And that’s why things go bad and God allows bad things to happen, because He’s trying to get your attention – for you to admit that you do need somebody else in your life!  

And so we sometimes as preachers get the cart ahead of the horse.  We need people to repent – repentance is a Biblical mandate.  Jesus said:

Luke 13:3 No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish. ESV

But a person cannot truly repent until they have first realized that they have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.  We preach in a manner to lead people to repentance, but the truth is that if people would grasp the truth that their righteousness and goodness falls far short of our Holy God and they would grasp just how much they need a Savior in their life, then the natural by product would be true repentance.  Going through the motions of asking for forgiveness without a genuine revelation of your great need for it, is just wasted and pointless religious ritual.  True repentance stems from knowing that you are lost without God and that you are lost because of sin that you have submitted to and that all of that needs to change.  A person with such a revelation will want to repent.  They will jump at the opportunity to get baptized in the name of Jesus.  They will long for and earnestly yearn for the Holy Spirit until it comes.  A lack of obedience in those areas can always be traced back to a false sense of spirituality in the person.  They have not yet realized that they are lost.  They have not realized how that their righteousness is as filthy rags compared to God.  One part of what it means to be lost is to not realize you are lost in the first place!  But the truth is that we all need God!  

______________________________________________________________________  

What does it mean to be lost?  It also is true that:  

To have no definite purpose or goal in life is to be lost.

How many people fall into this category today?  They think that they have believed in Jesus but they still have no true aim in life.  Ask them “what are you living for now?” and they’ll give you a pat answer, “to have fun,” or “for my family” and yet their actions indicate otherwise.  Many are searching for their purpose, for their calling, for their lot in life.  Such people – even if they have repented of their past sins – are still lost because they don’t know where they are going.  “I’m saved” they declare!  That’s great, where are you going?  I don’t know.  You might be saved from your past, but you’re still lost!    

Let me help you out here.  You were created foremost to know, serve, and walk with God Almighty. That is why He came to earth, to restore such a relationship.  The truth is that you are either living for God’s kingdom and God’s cause or you are living for yourself – there is no other possibility.  When God’s will is not priority in your life and His Word is not supreme and His cause is not the cause for which you are crusading, then what that means is that you are worshipping self in place of God.  Living solely for yourself is idolatry of the highest sort.  Hell will not be filled with people who worshipped the devil, but it has “enlarged itself” because of people who have chosen to worship themselves by catering to what they want and not to the higher, divine will.  The worst kind of idolatry is not bowing before the statute of a saint or angel – although the Bible speaks against that.  The worst kind of idolatry is when a man or woman says, “I will do this no matter what the Word of God says.”  The worst kind of idolatry is when a man or woman places themselves on the throne of their life and begins to live only for themselves.  When their cause is to make their flesh happy and to do only what they inwardly desire.  When we bow before the image of self, we have never been more like Satan who said, “I will ascend to the throne of God; I will be like the Most High.”  Devil worship is not a séance and candles in a circle and pentagrams.  True devil worship is the worship of self.  It is, “I don’t need to obey scripture and I don’t need Biblical truth, because I can live like I want to and do what seems right to me.”  Think of it:  the devil was newly created when he fell – he had no past to overcome – and yet because He did not strive to do God’s will, he fell.  We are the same way when we come to God.  We can be washed of our sins and forgiven of our past and a new creature in Christ Jesus and still be lost because we do not realize fully where we are heading!  It is not enough to be saved from what used to be if we head in the wrong direction after such an experience!  The Bible says no less than twice:

Prov 16:25 There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death.  ESV 

Going along with what feels right naturally to you will only lead you to a place that you don’t want to go.  Those who would say that they have no other definite purpose in life really do, but it is to do the will of self.  And such people are lost, because they are not striving for the right goal!  And yet we must move on even further because:  

To have a definite goal in mind but not follow the directions or not know the directions that lead you to your goal is to still be lost.

For many, their spiritual goal in life is to go to heaven.  But many are not going to reach that goal because they choose to live their lives in path heading the wrong direction!  Nobody wants to go to hell.  The false prophet Balaam, when he had tried for money to curse God’s people and the Spirit of God came upon Him and showed him the glory of Israel that was to come, cried out:

Num 23:10 Who can count the dust of Jacob or number the fourth part of Israel? Let me die the death of the upright, and let my end be like his!" ESV  

“Let me die the death of the upright, and let my end be like his!”  Balaam was saying, “I want to die right with God!  I want to die and reap the reward of the righteous.”  Let me say it like this:  “I want to die right!”  Everybody wants to die right.  But if you want to die right, Balaam, you’ve got to live right!  If you want to reap the reward of the righteous, then you’ve got to choose the path of the righteous now in the land of the living!  And Balaam wanted to die right but he was killed with the enemies of God by Joshua because he refused to live right!  

My goal is that I want to go to heaven.  That’s a noble goal and a correct one, but just wanting it is not going to make it happen.  Jesus said:

Matt 7:13-14 "Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. 14 For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few. ESV

Everybody wants to die right, but many – might I say, most – will not do so because of their choosing the wrong path of life.  If you have a definite goal in mind but refuse to follow the directions to it, then you are still lost!  If you know that you should turn right and yet you turn left, then you may have a goal in mind, but you are not going to reach that goal!  

And let me say this:  there are far too many people in the world who want to go to heaven but who simply do not know what the Bible says direction wise as to what they must do to get there.  And they think that they excuse of “I didn’t know better” is going to fly in eternity.  I hate to break the news for you, but those who have a definite goal in mind and who refuse to open and read and consult the map that was provided are still lost.  You are not going to figure out how to get to heaven on your own – that’s why God provided His Word.  And ignorance will not be an excuse.  Because the roadmap has been provided!  The way has been shown clearly.

“Well, preacher, when I open the Bible I’m lost because I don’t understand it or grasp it.”  That is why God sent you a preacher and a pastor.  If man could have understood the scriptures by themselves, the Jesus Christ would not have had an earthly ministry and God would not have called ministers to preach and teach!  Philip was whisked away from a red hot revival in Samaria just to explain the scriptures to an Ethiopian eunuch.  And we find this:

Acts 8:30-31 Then Philip ran up to the chariot and heard the man reading Isaiah the prophet. "Do you understand what you are reading?" Philip asked. 31 "How can I," he said, "unless someone explains it to me?" So he invited Philip to come up and sit with him. NIV 

He believed in God.  He wanted to go to heaven and was reading the road map, but he needed a preacher in his life to fully apply those scriptures!  Think back to Jesus’ parables and you will realize that a sheep without a shepherd is lost!  Jesus is the Chief Shepherd, but He has ordained men as “undershepherds” to teach and preach His Word.  You cannot be saved without a pastor.  Truly faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word of God and “how can they hear without a preacher!?”  To not allow a Godly pastor to sit with you on your life’s journey and explain to you the Word of God is to be forever lost!  Again I ask the question: “are you lost?”  Do you know where you want to go?  Are you following the directions that have been given to make sure that you are on the right path?  Have you listened to the shepherd of God that can clearly teach you that Word of God?    

I must move on quickly because it is possible to admit your need for a Savior and have a definite goal in life of heaven and listen to a shepherd and go through the motions of following the directions and still be lost:

To walk with Jesus and follow directions in appearance only is to still be lost.  

I am drawn back to our other text where Jesus prayed:

John 17:12 While I was with them, I kept them in your name, which you have given me. I have guarded them, and not one of them has been lost except the son of destruction, that the Scripture might be fulfilled. ESV

The “son of destruction” was Judas Iscariot.  I’ve heard various preachers try to put Judas Iscariot in heaven despite what he did.  Nonsense.  He could have gotten forgiveness, but he did not truly repent.  He felt sorry for what he did but that is only a part of true repentance; he failed to do the other part, to turn from his actions.  He instead allowed his sins and guilt to destroy him.  And Jesus said that he was “lost.”  And Jesus is the only One in the world who knew.  Judas Iscariot died lost.  

And so we must come to the realization that is possible to have the best shepherd in the world as your pastor – certainly all of us earthly pastors pale in comparison to Jesus Christ – and even go through the motions outwardly of obeying the directions given from the Word of God and still be lost.  Because you can put on a show of obedience for those around you and like Judas be eaten up on the inside with sinfulness and greed and evil.  Those who simply obey simply to appear religious are still lost because we are commanded to serve the Lord their God with all of their heart, soul, mind, and strength.  As Judas found out, to go through the motions outwardly and not let Jesus change you completely inwardly is spiritual suicide!  God let us sincerely follow everything that His Word has asked us to do!  

What it means to be lost.  Are you lost?  I close with one final thought, a most sobering one indeed:

To follow precisely a set of directions only to find out in the end that the directions were wrong is to still be lost.  

I read a few years back the story of a couple who were getting married in San Francisco ( and yes, they were a man and a woman getting married in San Francisco – not everybody in the city has given into godless perversion).  In preparing the invitation to their reception, the groom got on the Mapquest website and punched in the address of the reception and printed out the directions and included them in the envelopes.  When people left the wedding and began following the directions, they were startled to find that the directions led them directly to the middle of the San Francisco Bay!  They drove up to the dock and were supposed – according to the directions – to keep driving one mile further.  They followed the directions precisely but they were still lost because they’d been had – a computer glitch had caused the instructions to not be correct.

The Pharisees of Jesus’ day bristled when He told them that He could set them free because they didn’t think that they were bound.  They had their feathers ruffled when Jesus told them that He had come to save them, because they didn’t think that they were lost.  We have Moses’ law and all of our religious traditions that we precisely follow.  And yet they were lost!

How many people will be lost not because they refused to follow exact directions and not because they were not sincere, but because they followed the directions provided by traditions of men and not of God’s pure Word?  If a denomination says something, that’s great, but how does it measure up to what the first church taught?  How does it compare to the church that Jesus Christ died to establish, the church of the Apostles, of the book of Acts?  Paul later wrote about the Jews:

Rom 10:1-2 Brothers, my heart's desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be saved. 2 For I can testify about them that they are zealous for God, but their zeal is not based on knowledge.  NIV   

They were sincere and zealous for religious things but they were following the wrong directions!  Their zeal was not based upon knowledge of the truth of the Word of God.  You’d better check your doctrine with scripture!  You’d better take all of the Word of God and base your walk on that!  You’d better be wary of traditions of men that don’t match up to the example of the Apostolic church in the New Testament.  Because you don’t want to follow precise religious instructions only to find out that you are still lost because the instructions were wrong!  

How can I keep that from happening?  By going back to what “thus says the Word of the Lord!”  If anybody had their doctrine right, Peter, James, John, and Paul had it right.  What Peter preached on the Day of Pentecost is still true:  you must realize that Jesus Christ is the only Savior and you must repent of your sins, be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins, and be filled with the Holy Ghost.  You must then grow in righteousness and endure until the end.  That is scripture.  Those are directions that will not misdirect you or sell you short.  Because that is the pure unadulterated Word of God.  The directions and instructions are clear.  Someone who knows the correct turns and actions and refuses them is still lost.  Are you lost today?  Jesus came to find you and save you and help you!  Are you lost today?  You don’t have to be!  You can find out today what it means to be saved!  What it means to be on your way to heaven!  What it means to understand!  What it means to completely obey!  What it means let God’s Spirit do a great work within you!  What it means to truly repent!  What it means to have your sins washed away in the waters of baptism!  You’ve learned what it means to be lost, but don’t leave without finding out by experience what it means to be right with God!  Jesus is looking to find you today!  

