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Old Stories for a New Day:  Zacchaeus Lk. 19:1-10  7/5/15 

 This morning we begin our summer preaching series based on 

favorite childhood Bible stories that you recommended to us.  (By the way, 

some of you learned some very strange Bible stories as children!  You may 

want to consider some therapy to help to deal with this issue!)  The first 

story, about Zacchaeus, is one that I remember well.  My Sunday School 

teacher used a flannel graph and moved the characters around the board 

as she told the story.  Then there was that catchy little song about the “wee 

little man,” Zacchaeus.  I can still identify with the resourceful short guy who 

got to see Jesus, because I, too, am…. resourceful!  But there are some 

more radical and even dark things contained in this story, and this morning 

we’ll look at them, too. 

 Let’s jump right in.  He (Jesus) entered Jericho and was passing 

through it. 2A man was there named Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax 

collector and was rich. (Luke 19:1,2)  There’s actually a lot packed into 

these short verses.  Stuff that Luke’s original readers would have 

understood right away, but that we might miss.   

First of all, it takes place in Jericho, a very prosperous place.  It was 

on a major trade route heading East and was famous for its balsam groves, 

which apparently spread their scent far away.  Because of this, it was a 

great place for a tax collector like Zacchaeus to live and work- there was 
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lots of money changing hands!  Tax collectors in Jesus’ day worked directly 

for the Romans, who had conquered and occupied Palestine.  No one liked 

the Romans.  In fact, they were hated for taking away the ability of the 

people to govern themselves, for their brutal oppression of any dissent, and 

for the heavy tax burden they imposed.  Tax collectors were seen as 

traitors, as collaborators with the hated Romans.  Here’s how it worked:  

The Romans would award the taxing “franchise” for an area to a local 

collector, setting the amount of taxes that were due from that area.  The tax 

collector then collected taxes from the people to pay the amount owed.  

Since there was no limit on how much he could collect, he could charge 

whatever he wanted and keep the rest for himself.  It was an inherently 

corrupt system that was rife with exploitation.  And Zacchaeus was a chief 

tax collector!   

 He would have been a social outcast in Jericho.  No good Jew would 

have had anything to do with him.  It would have been a lonely life.  On the 

other hand, he was rich, we’re told.  There was probably some comfort in 

that for Zacchaeus.  However, keep in mind that Jesus had just talked 

about the near impossibility of rich people getting into heaven!  So in these 

two short verses, Luke portrays Zacchaeus as a traitorous exploiter of his 

own people, and a social pariah whose eternal salvation is in great peril.  

What happens next?  
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3He was trying to see who Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could 

not, because he was short in stature. 4So he ran ahead and climbed a 

sycamore tree to see him, because he was going to pass that way. (Luke 

19:3-4) 

 This seems a little unexpected, based on what Luke has already told 

us about Zacchaeus.  You might assume that Zacchaeus would want to 

stay as far as possible from a religious leader, especially one who had few 

good things to say about rich people!  But here he is, going to great lengths 

to see Jesus.  Why do you think that is? 

 There are a couple possibilities.  First, Jesus had a reputation of 

being a friend of tax collectors and sinners!  Zacchaeus didn’t have many 

friends.  Maybe he hoped that Jesus really could be a friend to a tax 

collector like him.  Or, maybe God was already working in his heart, 

convicting him of the wrongness of how he earning his living.  Maybe he 

thought Jesus could help him make the necessary changes, or maybe he 

was just curious about this latest Messiah-wanna-be.  At any rate, there he 

is, up in a tree waiting for Jesus to pass.  Maybe you can identify with some 

of his longings. 

5When 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.” 

6So he hurried down and was happy to welcome him. 7All who saw it began 
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to grumble and said, “He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.” 

(Luke 19:5-7) 

 Jesus sees Zacchaeus and invites himself to dinner at Zacchaeus’ 

house!  That seems odd to us, but it is was actually a great honor that 

Jesus was bestowing on him.  Of all the people in that crowd, including 

many devout Jews and probably close followers of Jesus himself, Jesus 

picks Zacchaeus to share a meal with!  Zacchaeus is thrilled.   

Who knows when was the last time anyone shared a meal with him in 

his home!  But all is not well.  The entire crowd is angry.  “What is Jesus 

thinking?” they wonder.  Doesn’t he understand that this guy is aiding our 

enemies while enriching himself?  By sharing a meal with Zacchaeus Jesus 

is showing that he accepts him, and by eating his food, he is indirectly 

participating in Zacchaeus’ larceny.  A good rabbi would never do this!  But, 

as is often the case with Jesus, all is not as it seems.   

I wonder if the reaction of the crowd betrays a sin which is common 

among us.  A holier-than-thou attitude toward those whose sin is more 

obvious than our own- murderers, rapists, thieves, prostitutes, welfare 

cheats, drunks, domestic abusers, etc.  By looking down on folks like that, 

we can conveniently overlook our own sins of ingratitude, lack of 

compassion, pride, gossip, stinginess, gluttony, and being judgmental.  Just 

sayin’…  Here’s how the story ends.  
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8Zacchaeus stood there and said to the Lord, “Look, half of my 

possessions, Lord, I will give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of 

anything, I will pay back four times as much.” 9Then Jesus said to him, 

“Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of 

Abraham. 10For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.” 

(Luke 19:8-10) 

 We don’t know if Zacchaeus’ announcement happened after dinner or 

as an immediate response to the grumbling crowd.  But clearly something 

happened to change his heart.  He promises to give half of his possessions 

to the poor.  I don’t know about you, but that would be a pretty radical thing 

for me to do!  Half of my bank account, half of my 401K, half of my house, 

half of my clothes.  And since we own two cars, I guess I’d need to 

contribute my wife’s car!  And then Zacchaeus promises to repay anyone 

he has defrauded plus a 400% penalty!  The law only required a 20% 

penalty in such cases.  Zacchaeus is going far above what would have 

been expected. 

 Jesus’ response to all this is to announce that salvation has come to 

Zacchaeus.  It’s not that Zacchaeus was buying his way into heaven.  

Rather, his repentance and generosity are signs that God has changed his 

heart in a big way.  Paraphrasing Dr. Seuss, Zacchaeus’ small heart grew 3 

sizes that day!  And then Jesus adds that curious phrase, “because he too 
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is a son of Abraham.”  It’s a reminder that salvation is not just an individual 

matter; it’s also a communal matter.  God had entered into a covenant with 

Abraham and all his descendants.  By his righteous deeds Zacchaeus has 

demonstrated that he is indeed part of that community of faith, and 

deserves to be treated as such. 

 Finally, Jesus sums it all up by saying that he has come to seek and 

save those who are lost, people just like Zacchaeus.  To be lost isn’t simply 

a matter of being a sinner.  When something is lost, it is out of its proper 

place.  Those who are lost, and that has included all of us at one time or 

other, are simply not in the place God has created us to be- in close 

relationship with him and part of the community of faith.  Jesus welcomes 

such people, and even goes beyond that by actively seeking after them, 

just like he sought out Zacchaeus.   

So, what do we do with all of this?  I guess the big take-away for me 

is that if Jesus welcomes and even reaches out to moral failures and social 

outcasts like Zacchaeus, maybe I should, too. 

 This past week I watched a TV show called “The Overnighters,” a 

PBS documentary about the effect of the oil boom of the last few years in 

Williston, ND.  The camera crew followed Pastor Jay Reinke and his 

Concordia Lutheran Church as they tried to respond compassionately to 

the many lost men who showed up in Williston in the midst of the recession 
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with nothing, desperately seeking work.  Jay pushed his congregation to 

open their fellowship hall and parking lot to a large number of these men, 

believing that that’s what Jesus would do.  Reluctantly, they did it.  And 

although this ministry clearly did a lot of good, all did not go well.  Some of 

the men had criminal records.  Some were even sex offenders.  As you 

might imagine, folks in the neighborhood and in the congregation were not 

enthusiastic about these men living so close to them.  Eventually, the town 

shut down the “Overnighters” ministry, by refusing to waive an ordinance 

that required public sleeping facilities to have sprinkler systems.  But before 

it was shut down, the ministry assisted several thousand mostly lost men! 

 As I watched the program, my heart ached for Pastor Jay.  I believe 

he was trying to live out Jesus’ example of reaching out and seeking to 

save the lost, although he undoubtedly made serious mistakes along the 

way.  He took a great deal of abuse for his efforts from the community and 

from his own congregation, but the story challenged me to look more 

closely at my own willingness to not just welcome the lost, but to actually 

reach out to them!  We do this, knowing that there may be a Zacchaeus out 

there who will respond to the grace of God and receive a whole new heart, 

even after a lifetime of being lost.  May God give us hearts of compassion 

for lost people- be they lost spiritually, financially, emotionally, socially, or  

mentally. 


