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Luke 19:1-10 

Throughout 2018, we are exploring the life of Christ during our year-long sermon 

series.  Since this is Tax Day, I couldn’t resist focusing on a tax related passage.  

Today’s Scripture is about Jesus and the tax collector Zacchaeus, whom we know 

for his short stature and tree-climbing abilities from the modern-day children’s 

song.  But in these 10 short verses (pun intended), we learn there is much more to 

this story.   

 

This passage takes place during the last leg of Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem.  In the 

previous chapter, Jesus had once again—for the third time to be exact—tried to 

tell the disciples about his impending death and resurrection, which they still could 

not seem to comprehend.  His stop in this city of Jericho is the final stop before his 

triumphal entry into Jerusalem, which we recently celebrated as Palm Sunday.  

Hear now the word of God: 

 

Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through it. 2A man was there named 

Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was rich. 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 Jesus, because he was 

going to pass that way. 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.  
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7All who saw it began to grumble and said, “Jesus has gone to be the guest of one 

who is a sinner.”8  Zacchaeus 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.” 

 

This is the Word of God for the people of God.  Thanks be to God. 

 

Let us pray: 

God of Grace, illumine our hearts and minds with your light, revealing yourself to us 

today, that we might hear your word for our lives.  In your most holy and gracious 

name we pray, Amen. 
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Sermon 

Benjamin Franklin once mused, “In this world nothing can be said to be certain, 

except death and taxes.”  And then over 100 years later, Will Rogers said, “The 

only difference between death and taxes is that death doesn't get worse every time 

Congress meets.”  I think it’s fair to say that no one of any place or time has been a 

huge fan of taxes.   

 

But in a way, it was much worse in the time of Jesus.  You see, the tax collectors 

were Jewish, collecting money for the Roman Empire from their fellow Jews.  And 

the Empire did not care how they went about collecting taxes, or how much extra 

they collected and kept for themselves, as long as the Roman government got its 

due.  So the tax collectors had made a habit of skimming off the top from their own 

people.  This, of course, did not go over well at all with their fellow Jews.  So even 

though tax collectors were rich and held powerful government positions, they were 

often still despised within their community.  And Zacchaeus was perhaps the most 

disliked of them all, because he was chief of the tax collectors in the big city of 

Jericho, a major center of taxation.  This man had gotten very rich off the people.   

 

But somehow, on the day that Jesus was passing through his city, Zacchaeus felt 

something different—a yearning not to have more, but to know more and to be 

more.  Perhaps he was beginning to realize that there was more to life than making 

as much money as possible.  Or maybe he was beginning to get a little lonely at the 

top, comprehending that you can have all the money in the world, but if you don’t 

have friends, your world feels cold and empty.   
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Whatever the reason, he knew he had to catch a glimpse of this Jesus who was 

passing through town, and who might be able to offer him something more in life.  

This man who was breaking all cultural norms by healing and hanging out with 

those whom society had shunned.  This man who had recently stated that it would 

be easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man (like 

Zacchaeus) to get to heaven (18:5).   

 

Regardless, or maybe because of, Jesus’ unorthodox teaching and actions, 

Zacchaeus and many others from Jericho gathered that day to line the streets as this 

enigma of a man passed through.  But the crowd was so large that short-statured 

Zacchaeus couldn’t see over the other people gathered.  So he did what we tell our 

children to do when they’re frustrated with a situation—to problem solve.  He ran 

ahead of the crowd and climbed a sycamore tree to catch a glimpse of Jesus 

passing by. 

 

There’s so much to think about here.  First of all, I imagine that back then was 

similar to today, in that it was highly unlikely for grown-ups to be climbing trees.  

And to run ahead of the crowds, Zacchaeus with his short legs, would have had to 

practically sprint ahead of them.  So here’s this man with a high status, a chief tax 

collector, likely looking a bit ridiculous sprinting ahead in his robe and sandals to 

go climb a tree, which let’s face it, also couldn’t have been easy in that garb.  But 

he wanted to see Jesus so badly, that he didn’t care if he looked silly.  Mind you, 

he wasn’t trying to get the attention of Jesus.  He just wanted to catch a glimpse.  

Zacchaeus couldn’t put his finger on it, but he sensed there was something this 

man had that he needed.  And if he could just catch a glimpse, maybe it would 

help.   
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Well, I’m not sure if it was the running and climbing that caught his attention or 

something else, but regardless, Jesus marched right up to Zacchaeus sitting in that 

tree and called him by name.  Called him by name, y’all.  There is no indication 

anywhere else in the Bible that Jesus had ever met Zacchaeus before.  Maybe the 

locals had pointed and laughed and mockingly said, “Look at that nut job 

Zacchaeus!”  Or maybe he knew his name because Jesus was, well Jesus.  But 

either way, he called him by name.  And not only did he call him by name, but he 

called him down out of that tree.  And not in a stern, or mocking, or even a 

nonchalant manner, but more so in a confident, inviting and urgent manner.  Jesus 

said, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.”  

 

I imagine a thousand things flashed through Zacchaeus’ mind as he thought, “What 

is happening right now?  How does he even know my name?  Why in the world 

would he want to stay at my house?  Everyone in my city despises me, and I’ve 

heard this guy doesn’t think very highly of the rich.  Is he going to chide me?  But 

his tone wasn’t scolding.  It actually sounded like he wants to see me and stay with 

me.  I better get down like he said and see what’s happening.” 

 

So Luke tells us that Zacchaeus hurried down and was happy to welcome Jesus.  

Not reluctant or petrified like we might expect, but happy, joyful, excited.  So 

much so that right there in public—standing before the Lord and the townspeople 

who despised him—he immediately repented of any financial wrongdoing he had 

ever done to anyone, and promised to repay them generously, as well as give half 

his possessions to the poor.  It reminds me of Scrooge on Christmas Day.  It’s like 

he immediately became a better person.  We can only imagine how joyful this 

made Jesus.  He announced salvation had come to the house of Zacchaeus, and 
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then he reminded the townspeople that because of his actions, Zacchaeus, just like 

them, was considered a child of Abraham.   

 

We aren’t told anymore specifics beyond this.  We don’t know if the new 

Zacchaeus really helped turn the tax collection process around long term in 

positive ways for the people of Jericho.  And we don’t know if the citizens began 

to be nice to him.  Luke doesn’t seem concerned with these details.  What Luke 

wanted us to know is that Jesus pronounced that salvation came to Zacchaeus.  

And in the last verse of this passage, Jesus reminded his people then, and us now, 

the sentence that basically sums up his divine vocation: “For the Son of Man came 

to seek out and to save the lost.” (v10)  To seek and to save those who feel lost, 

lonely, empty.  Throughout his ministry, Jesus was greatly concerned with the 

spiritual formation and wellbeing of others.   

 

I like this passage because I think we can relate to different characters in it, but 

perhaps today especially Zacchaeus.  In our abundant American lives, there’s not 

much for which we want.  Like Zacchaeus, most of us have a steady income, 

shelter over our heads, closets full of clothing, and more than enough food to eat.  

The truth is, the majority of us who attend church here live comfortable lives.  

Some might even look in from the outside and say, “What more could these folks 

want?”  Or even, “Why do they need Christ?”  The townsfolk of Jericho probably 

thought the same thing of the chief tax collector.   

 

But like Zacchaeus, we feel, we know that there’s something more that Jesus can 

provide us.  It’s why we show up at church.  We know there’s more to life than 

living comfortably.  That material things, while they are nice to have, are never 
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enough to truly fulfill us.  Because as human beings, we are spiritual beings, and 

no amount of worldly success or possessions can satisfy the deepest longings of 

our soul.  We all have spiritual needs.  Spiritual needs so deep that if they are not 

healed and fulfilled by Christ, we are left feeling empty, sad and lonely.   

 

I love that the word for salvation that Jesus uses actually means wholeness, 

deliverance, preservation and health.  Jesus was saying that restoration and healing 

had been bestowed upon Zacchaeus.  Jesus seeks out and saves the lost and the 

lonely.  And there are so many of us who, from the outside, look like we have all 

that we need, but who deep down inside are really lost or lonely or feel empty.  I 

was at a gathering at Duke recently for clergy and lay leaders.  We were asked to 

anonymously write down our greatest fear and pass it in.  The session leader read 

many of these out loud.  And over and over again, people listed being alone or 

loneliness as their greatest fear.   

 

I keep thinking how Zacchaeus, this man who appeared to have no visible needs, 

yearned just to see Christ.  And how he had to overcome many obstacles to do it.  

He metaphorically took a first step towards Jesus by climbing a tree just to catch a 

glimpse.  And he looked ridiculous doing it, but he didn’t care.  I keep thinking 

about how if we’re feeling a little lost right now in our lives, a little disconnected 

from God, what are first steps towards Christ that we can take?  I think prayer is an 

obvious, but fitting answer.   

 

Some of us feel a little bit ridiculous, like Zacchaeus running, when we pray, 

especially out loud.  But as often happens, my child taught me something the other 

day.  As I was driving my 3-year old to school, she saw an ambulance passing the 
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other way.  She said, “Mommy, I saw lights flashing and heard sirens.  Turn off the 

radio.  We need to pray for them.”  As I reached to turn off the radio, I thought to 

myself, “Praise God!  We’re at least doing something right as parents.”  She then 

proceeded to pray and said, “Dear God, thank you for the sick people.  Amen.”   

 

So I quickly added, “And please help heal them.”  As I turned the radio back on I 

mused to myself about her prayer.  I smiled as I thought, “You know what?  God 

probably cared less that it was an incomplete prayer.  The important thing was that 

she stopped listening to Kidz Bop long enough to connect to God in prayer.”  A 

half prayer is a first step, and we can do that too.   

 

My biggest fear of becoming a pastor was (and still is to some extent) 

extemporaneous public prayer.  It’s not my best gift.  I just didn’t grow up doing 

that.  We said a prayer before every meal, but we had the same five prayers we said 

over and over.  I had no practice in spontaneous prayer.  And then I had my 

summer of hospital chaplaincy.  There was no way around it.  I would have to pray 

off the cuff, over and over again, in various situations.   The truth is, most of my 

prayers were not eloquent at all.  But I found that if you genuinely cared and 

offered a sincere prayer, it wasn’t the specific words used that they cared as much 

about as the fact that you were there with them praying.  And I think God feels the 

same. 

 

And your first step seeking or reconnecting with Christ might not be prayer.  It 

might be finding quiet time in nature to meditate.  It might be a devotion with your 

family, or a Bible study with your friends.  It doesn’t matter what it is, it simply 

matters that you prioritize taking that step. 
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So during this tax week, I encourage each of us to, ironically, be more like the tax 

collector—to figure out how to metaphorically climb that tree and go out on a 

limb.  How to take a step towards Christ, even when we feel silly doing it.  It 

actually only takes a little bit of seeking on our part, because as our passage tells 

us, it is the Son of Man whose primary vocation is to seek and save us.  Like he did 

for Zacchaeus, he will call us by name and summon us off the limb to come down 

and abide with him, restoring us to a wholesome and complete and fulfilling life, 

where death hath lost its sting, and perhaps even taxes won’t feel so dreadful after 

all. 

 

All praise, honor, and glory be to God our Creator, Redeemer & Sustainer, Amen.  


