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The following 10 sketches are to be  published in  True Encounters:  Finding God New Testament  by Livingstone Publishers in 2007
“Are You Really Asking Me to Do This?”
Jesus’ True Encounter with John the Baptist

(Matthew 3:1-17)

John the Baptist should have known what to expect from Jesus if anybody did.  He’d heard all about him from his family since he was a tiny kid.  As cousins who were exactly the same age, perhaps they played together on those occasions when the extended family got together.   When John began to proclaim his prophetic message, he announced the imminent arrival and manifestation of one who would far surpass him.   John understood himself to be a messenger who was ‘preparing the way for the Lord,’ clearing the pathway, so to speak, for the awesome one who would come in mighty power and visit the wrath of God upon the unjust.

So John was understandably surprised, even chagrined, at the meek and mild behavior of Jesus when the latter came quietly up to him just like every other repentant sinner and asked to be baptized.  “What are you talking about?” he rebuffed the Master. “You are supposed to be the one baptizing me, not vice versa.”    Like many another after him, John was troubled that Jesus the Christ did not act as he expected he should.
It didn’t stop there, either.  Instead of ‘cleaning house’ the way John had depicted he would do, Jesus deliberately avoided the rich and powerful  and walked about the countryside for months—then  years—teaching, healing, welcoming flocks of children into his lap.  At dinner times, he socialized with the poor, with outcasts, with recognized ‘sinners.’  Instead of gathering an army, Jesus preached on themes like “turning the other cheek” if struck by someone, and walking an extra, voluntary mile if compelled by a soldier of the occupying army to carry his pack of equipment.  Jesus the Messiah seemed in no hurry to bring his kingdom into existence;  in fact, John had to listen to most of the reports of Jesus’ ministry from within prison walls.
Finally, we’re told later in Matthew’s Gospel, John couldn’t stand the anomalies any longer and, giving in to his barely-concealed doubts, he sent messengers to ask Jesus, “Are you really the one we’re all waiting for?  Or should we expect someone else?” (11:2).   He wasn’t the last person to entertain serious doubts about Jesus.   We all have our ideas about how God, how Jesus, would respond to this or that situation.  One thing that keeps many of us from approaching him is that he doesn’t always do what we think he should do.   But why should he?  He knows better than we do.
Will Jesus Despise Me, Like Everybody Else Does?
Jesus’ True Encounter with a Leper

(Matthew 8:1-4)
Thousands of people had followed Jesus up the hill and listened to him deliver the Sermon on the Mount, a message about how to live as Jesus’ disciple or follower.  If you wanted to be a part of this kingdom, here is what you had to do.  
It was a daunting challenge—much harder, even, than trying to fulfill the requirements that Moses had spelled out 1200 years earlier.   No one seemed to be able to do those perfectly, and now Jesus was saying you must do even more than that.  Those who listened to Jesus’ requirements could easily get pretty discouraged, thinking “Good grief, I could never qualify to be one of his followers.”

Meanwhile, as the crowds followed Jesus down off that mountain after the message, Matthew tells us that a despised leper, one of those repugnant people who had to deliberately put a distance between himself and others (and from whom people shy even farther away, in disgust and loathing), came right up to Jesus and threw himself down in front of him.  You could hear a sharp collective sucking in of the breath among the shocked crowd, as this hideous creature redolent with the repulsive smell of rotting flesh dared to approach the eminent spiritual teacher.  Would Jesus cover his face with the cloth of his tunic?   Or would he merely turn away and wait, while one of his lieutenants stepped in between and aborted the encounter?
Instead, to everyone’s surprise Jesus actually reached out his hand and touched the Untouchable. He let his hand rest upon the man another moment, the heat of his skin passing into the man’s shoulder, a warmth of touch the man had not known in many years.  Those who looked on from a distance (which was most of the crowd, who had shrunk back in repulsion when the vile creature confronted Jesus) saw the Master smile, then saw the man unfold from his prostrate posture before him and—oh, look !—he was perfectly clean and healthy!  Every sore on his face had disappeared, the huge cavities of missing flesh on his limbs were filled with firm flesh, and the man looked like any other person around him, whole. 

Those who stood closer to Jesus and the leper had heard the latter say, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.”  The man saw deeply into Jesus’ character and realized what some others did not: that Jesus’ willingness to be generous and merciful to humans in need is not predicated on how good and attractive and nice we are, but rather on how good and loving he is.
Need-Based Boldness
Jesus’ True Encounter with Syrian Phoenician [or Greek?] Woman

(Mark 7:24-30)

Sometimes we just have to push our way in.  When the need is intense, the urgency is greater.  This Phoenician woman, born and raised outside Israel’s borders in Syria, heard that Jesus had come into their territory.  Normally, a Gentile would not expect a Jewish healer or teacher to deal with her at all, let alone do her a favor.  We understand that - most of us feel very uncomfortable in the presence of ‘clergy’ if we are not of their persuasion.  But this woman’s desperate need led to desperate boldness.

She was probably marginalized even in her own social circles.  How do you feel about a parent whose child throws himself down in a public place like a grocery store and rolls around screaming and yelling and throwing a tantrum?  Well, this lady’s daughter was manipulated by a demon !  So how would that kid have acted?  And how do you think the neighbors treated this dysfunctional family?  The woman was at her wits’ end.  It’s hard enough getting a normal child to behave rightly, but to have a child whose will has been taken over by a totally evil, malignant power – it must have been heart-breaking to live like that.
Meanwhile, Jesus, the person to whom she was looking in hope that he might help her, was not only a member of a race that despised hers, he personally was also “not available.”  Mark tells us he had come to her part of the country specifically to get away from the pressures of crowds and ministry;  he was on retreat.  He didn’t want anyone even to know he was hiding out and resting in that house.  So when she came blasting into where he was, imploring him to help her, his first response appeared to be dismissive.  His curt words to her bordered on personal insult, insinuating that her asking for help from the Jewish Messiah was like a dog expecting to eat food intended for  the children of a household.  But she was not dissuaded from her goal.
“Sure, I’ll accept the tag ‘dog,’” she came back quickly, “if only you’ll  give me what I need.”

And he did!  Impressed by her single-focused audacity Jesus assured her that the demon was gone from her daughter, and the woman, believing him, ran home to find that, indeed, it was so.

That’s the kind of presumption needed, if you really want to know God.  Internal voices may insinuate that you have no right to expect him to do anything for you.  But Jesus wants you boldly to come to him and present your need.  “Even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from the table.”

<True Encounter>

A Rough Piece of Work, in Which Jesus Saw Potential
Jesus’ True Encounter with Peter

(Luke 5:1-11)

Nobody likes being told how to do their job, especially by someone who does something else for a living.  So when Peter the fisherman, already tired and disgruntled from dragging empty nets up out of the sea all night, is directed by the preacher sitting at the other end of his boat to go back out to deep water and throw his nets in again, he explodes.

“Look, we’ve already tried that !  We’ve been doing that all night and we didn’t catch a thing, see?”  You can almost hear him muttering under his breath, “So-and-so tourist!  First he commandeers my boat to serve as his platform so he can preach, while I keep working back here in the gunny wale cleaning the nets.  Then when he’s finished with his long sermon he wants to go for a boat ride;  and he wants me to play the quaint local fisherman, so he can have something picturesque to watch while he unwinds.”  Mutter, mutter.
But Peter acquiesces.  He must have been ready to go home and flop down on his bed by this time;  it’s late morning, his eyes are burning from lack of sleep, the sun is starting to get hot on his skin.  “But,” he says, “because you say so, I’ll do it.”  Boy, must he have been glad he did, too!  Moments later he and his partners are struggling with such a full net of fish that it is about to break open with the great weight of success.  At first they’re caught up with the sheer joy of the event;  then, suddenly, Peter stops short.  He realizes what has happened, and what kind of person this Jesus must be.  He falls down at Jesus’ feet in great fear and begs him to leave him alone.  He knows he doesn’t deserve to be in the presence of such an awesome and powerful holy one.

But Jesus knows exactly who Peter is.  He selected him, in fact, partly because of who he is: a rough, outspoken sinner in whom Jesus sees the potential of a leader of men.  Do you think your coarse nature, your habit of speaking your mind, maybe disqualifies you from “polite society,” so it probably disqualifies you as well from being of service to God?  Well, think again.  Jesus deliberately sought out the burly Simon Peter, showed him what he could do with his compliance, and told him, “Don’t be afraid.  I’ve got work for you to do.  Come on, follow me.”   He did, and it was the best decision he ever made.   Will you follow Jesus, and see where it leads?

Crooked Tax Man
Jesus’ True Encounter with Zacchaeus

(Luke 19:1-10)

In today’s post-modern world no one religious value system, no one ethical code, can claim priority over all the others.  Courthouses and legislature buildings are forced to scrape the Ten Commandments or other transcendental law codes off their former prominent places high on the walls, and no consensus reigns as to what is ethical and what is not.  But the highest value in our society, money, is so sacred that all do agree on the evil of one particular instance of wrongdoing:  when an internal revenue agent makes you pay more than your fair share of taxes, that is just plain wrong!  And everybody knows it.

Zacchaeus was just such a “sinner,” as his fellow citizens had no qualms about calling him.  Everybody hated or at least resented this diminutive crook who got fat on skimming off personal profit from his authority to collect taxes for the Roman government.  The iron-clad troops of occupation backed whatever numbers he assigned to each household and his coffers grew full from his constantly cheating his fellow Israelites.  But one day Jesus changed all that.

Being a short fellow, Zacchaeus could not see over the crowd of people thronging around Jesus as he passed through their town.  So he climbed a tree to get a good look.  To his astonishment and delight, Jesus did not just pass by, however, but stopped right underneath the limb Zacchaeus was sitting on and looked up at him, and called him by name!

“Let’s go over to your house, my friend,” said Jesus, right in front of everybody.  “I’m hungry.”  The little man was thrilled.  No one else in the entire community considered him a friend, and no one ever came to eat at his home.  On the contrary, they considered him a total disgrace, an outcast, a “sinner” in a society defined by law-keeping.  In a few minutes Jesus was stretched out on a couch next to a table of delectable delights at the revenuer’s house.  Though everyone in town was aghast at the impropriety of it all, Jesus seemed completely at ease in Zacchaeus’ home—as he was.  For, this is exactly what Jesus was and is about.  In his own words, this is what he came for, to seek and to save the lost.
       Have you pulled a few fast ones to make a quick buck?  You’re just the kind of person whom Jesus came looking for.  Do you see the joy Zacchaeus expresses when he realizes Jesus accepts him? You can have that same joy, freedom, and forgiveness, if you let Jesus be your friend.

<True Encounter>

The Frequent Divorcée: An Unlikely Evangelist
Jesus’ True Encounter with a Woman at a Well

(John 4:4-42)


This woman seems like she has nothing going for her, as far as qualifications for becoming a disciple of Jesus—let alone one of his emissaries.  Yet Jesus overcomes her reluctance to deal with him, engages her in conversation, guides the interchange towards spiritual matters (not one of her normal interests, to be sure), discovers and probes a tender spot deep in her heart, and in the process makes of her an evangelist to her own people, the Samaritans.
The woman at the well is almost a poster child for those of us who figure we are totally disqualified from ever belonging to Jesus’ posse.  She’s from a different race, she’s hard and sassy and tough-mouthed, she is weary and suspicious of men in general, and what she knows of religion is mostly that there are heated divisions and animosities between different claimants to transcendent truth.  She is not attracted to that life, nor does her marital record favor it.

Yet Jesus goes after her, persists in winning her attention and then her interest, even when she scoffingly tries to put him off with flippant remarks and sarcastic rejoinders.  He, being genuinely thirsty, asks for help, showing vulnerability.  She counters by playing the race card.  He responds saying “If you knew who I really am . . .”  But she again returns to her supposed ancestral roots, referring to “our father Jacob,” an invitation to quarrel.  Then Jesus turns the tables on her, saying “whoever drinks the water I give will never be thirsty, it will become a spring bubbling up within, to eternal life.”  As he had anticipated, her interest is piqued:  now it is she who asks him for “this living water.”   Once she has “bitten” he sets the hook.  “Go, bring your husband, and we’ll keep talking,” he suggests, knowing full well that this is her deep and sorrowful failure in life;  she’s never been able to keep a man, yet she can’t stay away from them.  She too now knows that he knows—everything about her—and yet wants to help her.  She looks at him differently, seeing.
Somehow, this combination of perspicacity and acceptance awakens a deeply dormant spiritual interest in the hardened woman.  “I’ll be right back,” she murmurs and, dropping her water jar next to Jesus, goes running to town to bring as many others as she can, to “come see a man who told me everything I ever did.  Could this be the Christ?”   Two days in his presence convinces them he is.

Not everybody who meets Jesus necessarily wants to know him better.  But he is not easily rebuffed.  When Jesus wants to know someone, he will just keep coming after you, until he wins.

<True Encounter>

“I don’t know much, but this I do know:  I was blind, but now I see”
Jesus’ True Encounter with a Man Born Blind

(John 9:1-41)


In his never-ending darkness he often wondered, “Why has this happened to me?  Have I done something so terrible that God knew it ahead of time, and in His justice punished me by making me be born blind?  Or did my parents do something horrible?  Whose fault is this?”  One day he overheard someone nearby ask a rabbi the very questions that had perturbed him for so long.  He cocked an ear to better hear the response, hoping to gain some insight into his predicament. 
“Who sinned, this man or his parents?” the other queried, and then he heard a voice with quiet but firm authority proclaim, “Neither one.”  He almost jumped out of his skin, so startling and unheard of was this thought.   Before he could reflect further, he heard the Teacher continue, “. . . but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life. . . .”

“The work of God displayed in my life!” the man rolled his tongue around this new but delightful thought and expression.  Then he felt the strange sensation of cool mud being applied to his useless eyeballs and heard the Teacher say to him, “Go, wash off.”   Though he understood nothing about what was happening he did it.  Then, for the first time in his entire life, he saw.  He saw everything.  He heard familiar voices saying “Isn’t this the same man who used to sit and beg?” He looked at them and for the first time could put a face with the voice.  He laughed and said, “Yes, it’s me;  the same person who used to sit and beg, sightless.”  
They were all astonished, of course, and wanted to know how it came about—as did the religious leaders, eventually, when they heard about it.  As the day went on, and he explained Jesus’ miraculous intervention over and over, his understanding of what Jesus had done, and of who Jesus is, gradually grew.  When interrogated and pressured by the Pharisees to deny Jesus’ goodness, the man simply said, “Well, whether he is good or bad, I don’t know.  But one thing I do know:  I used to be blind;  now I see.”
  By the end of the day, fed up with the so-called religious experts’ refusal to “see” who Jesus must be, he began to answer them back–quite sharply.   So much so, they threw him out on his ear.   But, as he would have said, “it doesn’t matter anymore;  I know what he did for me.”   Some of us may never be profound theologians.  We may not even be able to explain well to our family or close friends who Jesus is.  But we can say about him, “What I do know is what has happened to me.” 
<True Encounter>

How Can I Understand, Unless Someone Helps me?
Jesus’ True Encounter with an Ethiopian Eunuch

(Acts 8:26-39)


Have you ever read something difficult and wished that someone would come along and explain it to you?  The assembly instructions, translated from Chinese, for that elaborate toy you tried to put together late on Christmas Eve . . . the manual that came with the new programmable thermostat for your home heating and air conditioning system . . . or some passage from the Bible filled with names and places that are as strange and foreign-sounding as most of the 11 o’clock news.
That was this Ethiopian court official’s problem.   On a spiritual pilgrimage to Jerusalem he had purchased a very special artifact, a copy of the Book of Isaiah, Israel’s most eloquent and poetic prophetic writing.  The scroll was very valuable—beyond the reach of most men.  But this fellow served the Queen of Ethiopia as her treasurer:  money was no object.  Yet he was soon to find, as he delved into the many-layered prophecy and poetry the writer had folded together, being rich did not make it easier to understand.  Remember too, that, just like you or I, he was reading a Bible originally composed in a language that was not his own.  That makes it even more complicated.

He was struck by the timeless beauty and force of the words, but in fact that very “timelessness” created an enigma for him:  was the 8th century writer describing his own sufferings, or that of someone else?  If someone else, who and when did such a person live, and why did he die such a humiliating and gory death if he was both innocent and righteous?  Somehow he knew the word he was reading was true, but to what or whom did it refer?
What happened next should be a great source of hope for all of us who suffer from “literary shortsightedness” and need help with understanding the Bible.  God had specifically whisked away one of his choice servants, took him right out of a busy and successful ministry in Samaria and brought him out to this desolate place where he, Philip, and this struggling Bible reader could have unlimited peace and quiet to concentrate on the meaning of the Scripture before them.  Philip did what we all wish someone would do for us:  he explained exactly what the Bible means.  Poignantly he showed the Ethiopian how Jesus’ vicarious suffering for all of us appears clear back in Hebrew literature centuries before he actually came and fulfilled it.  To get help in understanding the Bible and applying it to his life, all the Ethiopian had to do—all you have to do—is ask.  God will surely send someone who can help you understand his Word and will delight to do so.

<True Encounter>

The Zealot Who Switched Sides
Jesus’ True Encounter with Paul

(Acts 22:1-24)

What do you do with someone who is the most zealous partisan of your point of view, who fiercely fights your opponents at every opportunity, who does everything he possibly can to show that they are wrong . . . and then suddenly he pulls a 180, reverses his position, and becomes one of them ?  Well, if this traitor to your cause is the so-called Apostle Paul, you kill him.  Or try, at least.

That’s what led up to this scene in Acts 22, where Paul pauses on his way into the protection of the Romans’ fortress to explain to his former comrades, now trying to kill him, why he switched sides. For awhile they are quiet and attentive as Paul outlines the early years of his life, when he, like they, zealously avoided the contagious infection of that crowd of enthusiastic Jesus fanatics.  The crowd listening approvingly remembers with him how his had been one of the most strident voices and active hands resisting this aberration.  How strange to hear him now saying that he had himself encountered the resurrected Jesus!   What’s more, Paul seems to have fallen completely in with those who think Jesus is the Messiah, for like the rest of them he calls him “Lord.”

The crowd is patient and tolerant of Paul’s account of his religious experience, until the point where he crosses the line and claims that God is the God of “them” too.  See, the real issue is bigger than one’s personal experience.  They could have let that go.  But when he starts saying God cares as much about our national enemies as he does about our nation, about our people, well, that’s just not to be tolerated.  The Roman peace-keeping troops have to hustle Paul indoors or his own people would have killed him right on the spot.

Perhaps if God calls you out of darkness into his light you may someday find the same thing happen to you.  If you, like Paul, have gained a sort of reputation as a hard case, someone who firmly resists this Jesus business and is too smart to get hoodwinked by all this love your brother, love your enemy, rhetoric, it’s going to make you look mighty foolish to (some of) your friends if you decide now to follow Jesus and become “one of those” yourself.  You’ve probably already thought about that.  Maybe, as your interest in Jesus Christ has grown, that’s one of the things that has given you pause, held you back from really getting involved in all this.  You know that your former friends and “allies” in the spiritual war will consider you to be duped, or a sell-out or a traitor.  Well, the real issue isn’t blind loyalty and intractable stubbornness.  If you encounter Jesus, as Paul did, it isn’t going to matter much what others think about it.  The real issue is, what is true?

<True Encounter>

Failure Doesn’t Disqualify You from Service
Jesus’ True Encounter with John Mark

(2 Timothy 4:9-11)


John Mark had several opportunities to either get close to Jesus and what he was doing in the world, or else draw back from it in fear and uncertainty.  For a number of years he vacillated back and forth, never quite sure whether he was really in this for the long haul or not.  He’s a good person to focus on, if you are one of those who can’t seem to make up your mind about whether to follow Jesus and get fully involved, or not.


Near the end of the gospel that carries his name, Mark’s Gospel, 14:51-2, it mentions that when Jesus was arrested by the Temple guard that bitter night in the Garden of Gethsemane, “a certain young man was following him, wearing nothing but a linen cloth.  They caught hold of him, but he left the linen cloth and ran off naked.”  Students of the Bible have often conjectured that it was young Mark himself, in whose mother’s house the early band of disciples was wont to gather (Acts 12:12), who followed Jesus and his disciples after their supper together in the upper room.


He is next seen when Peter shows up at his mother’s door in the middle of the night, released from prison and imminent death by an angel of the Lord.  A few days later his cousin Barnabas took him along with Saul on his return trip up to Antioch in Syria.  It was a big adventure for the lad, and when Barnabas and Saul were commissioned to go even farther away as missionaries, and offered John Mark the chance to go with them,  he was thrilled . . . at first.  He accompanied the famous evangelistic team farther and farther into unknown regions until they arrived at the shores of western Asia Minor.  But when they seemed determined to go inland, to the rocky, formidable, and foreign territory of South Galatia, John Mark decided he’d had enough of this “adventurous missionary life.” He bought a ticket, boarded ship, and sailed back to Jerusalem.  Saul was not happy.

Over a year later he was still angry and resentful about it, and when Barnabas wanted to take young Mark with them on their next trip, Paul said, “No way.  This guy quit on us once.  I’m not going to give him a second chance.”  The controversy got so hot that Paul and Barnabas just plain split up over it (Acts 15:37-40).  It was embarrassing!

Fortunately that’s not the end of the story.  We see allusions to Mark in the New Testament and in traditions of the church—how he helped Peter in Rome, founded the church in Alexandria, Egypt, and even worked with Paul again later.  Paul himself, in his last letter to Timothy said, “Bring Mark with you, because he is helpful to me for service.”  That must have made John Mark’s heart glad, to know Paul recognized that failure doesn’t permanently disqualify you from service.
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