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Run Ahead, Climb a Tree, Make a Promise 
 
He ran ahead and climbed a tree so he could see Jesus. 
 
When a family plans a Quinceañera, it requires running ahead.  You go talk to the priest 
and the hall and the band a year or more ahead of time.  You line up padrinos for this and 
that and the other thing.  You start to skimp and save money.  A Quinceañera is a big deal 
and it takes some preparation.  You have to run ahead and do some things that aren't part 
of normal life.  You wouldn't do it if you didn't have confidence that the celebration of 
this young lady's life would be a highlight of her young years.  She will be a princess, 
what you always believed her to be.  You run ahead. 
 
I have heard countless stories of people who left their homelands to go to another land.  
They looked around for Jesus and all they saw was death and destruction, grinding 
poverty and senseless oppression.  So, they ran ahead.  They planned, they prepared, and 
then they went on a very long run, and ended up in a strange place that spoke a strange 
language full of people who often did not want them there.  All they wanted was hope 
and safety.  All they wanted was to see Jesus.  It happens all around the world, and it has 
happened through the millennia of human existence.  People plan and take action to find 
something they desperately want. 
 
We run ahead for all kinds of things not nearly so desperate.  Buying a house, planning 
for retirement, trips and special events of all kinds, learning about the candidates that are 
running so we know how we will vote, etc.  These are all good things, but do they help 
you see Jesus?  I spoke with a man once who told me about landing a job at the 
newspaper.  He came from somewhere else, interviewed for the job, and got it.  Soon his 
new boss asked him, "Have you found a church yet?"  The boss was not a believer or a 
church goer, but he knew that people who attend church make better employees.  He 
didn't care about true worship of God; he wanted the discipline of a good employee.  He 
didn't run ahead to see Jesus. 
 
The Old Testament lesson speaks to an Israel that is not running ahead.  They go through 
the motions of their worship, but they don't mean it.  They offer sacrifices, but they don't 
come from the heart.  They offer prayers, but their minds are thinking of other things.  
God says, "I hate all that stuff!  Turn your hearts, do something, invest, engage. run 
ahead, and climb a tree.  Make a promise that shows that I count in your life.” 
 
Zacchaeus did that.  He ran ahead for what was really important.  He ran ahead so he 
could get right with God.  Next week we will baptize three precious little children.  The 
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family has already been running ahead and doing some special things to make it happen.  
They are like Zacchaeus.  They want to see Jesus.  They want to be right with God. 
 
Now sometimes we know what's coming down the pike and get a head start.  Sometimes, 
we suddenly find ourselves in a situation where we need to run ahead if we want to get 
what our hearts desire.  Zacchaeus was in that position.  He really, really wanted to see 
Jesus, but he had a problem.  Everybody else was taller than he and blocked his view, so, 
he ran ahead.  He got ahead of the pack and climbed a tree.  Can you imagine a grown 
man climbing a tree in one of those robes they wore back then?  But he did it anyway.  
He was willing to do whatever it took to see Jesus.  He ran ahead.  Jesus strolls up to the 
tree, looks up and makes the invitation.  “Zacchaeus, I see that you ran ahead, did what 
you had to do to get right with me.  I see your intention.  I see your faith.  Come on down, 
because we're going to dinner at your place tonight.” 
 
Now, there are forces that work against running ahead like that.  People's tongues 
immediately began to wag.  Tax collectors were not favorably seen in the community.  
“Jesus is going to THAT guy's house?” 
“Don't you realize he's a traitor to his people, a collaborator with the hated Romans?” 
“Don't you realize how ungodly he is, Jesus?” 
“You know, if he's willing to sell out on his people, what else is he capable of?” 
“You just can't trust people like that.” 
(Not to mention the gossip isn't very godly itself.) 
 
Yes, he had a steep road ahead, but he'd already climbed a tree, so why not climb above 
the gossip, too?  So, he makes more plans.  He will give half his money to the poor, and if 
he has defrauded anyone, he will restore it to the person 4 times.  Obviously, being rich 
isn't as important to Zacchaeus as being right with God.  Jesus takes him at his word.  He 
does not doubt him.  He doesn't second guess him like everyone else.  After all, he ran 
ahead.  He climbed a tree.  He welcomed Jesus into his home.  He fed him a big supper.  
He made some rather outlandish financial promises.  Jesus sees a heart turned toward 
God, and a man who knew he needed to be right with God got right with God. 
 
There are not many of us who are able to give half our money to the poor, but we can run 
ahead and climb a tree.  We can be intentional, engage and plan what we give to God for 
the work of God's church.  There will be gossips, to be sure.  There are external gossips. 
“Well, those people really ought to do the heavy lifting here because they have more 
money.” 
“Did you notice who put a pledge card in the plate and who didn't?” 
“All this pledging and stuff is just a lot of religious posturing and pride.” 
 
There are internal gossips that are often much more demanding. 
“I can't afford to give money to the church.” 
“If I give that to the church I won't be able to save money for college.” 
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“If I give money to the church they will just misspend it.” 
“What I can afford is so little I may as well not even bother.” 
Zacchaeus ran head, heedless of the gossips, and so should we. 
 
What offering truly expresses your relationship with God?  Within your own context, 
your own budget, your own condition in life what promise do you need to make?  Go 
ahead.  Run ahead.  Climb a tree.  Make a promise that shows you mean it, and I promise 
you will meet Jesus. 
 


