One on One: Jesus’ Interaction with Individuals #13

“Jesus and the Ignorable”

Luke 19:1-10
Growing up in church from a young age, I was blessed to learn Bible stories with flannel graph and fun songs, like this one:

Zacchaeus was a wee little man

And a wee little man was he

He climbed up in a sycamore tree

For the Lord he wanted to see

And when the Savior passed that way

He looked up in the tree

And said, “Zacchaeus, you come down!

For I'm going to your house today!

For I'm going to your house today!”

We can have fun with this, but we must remember that the story occupies a very serious place in Luke’s account of Jesus’ life because it is Jesus’ last personal encounter before his arrival in Jerusalem and the events leading to his death.
 As such, with this message we bring to a conclusion our study of Jesus’ interaction with individuals. From Luke 19 we see Jesus and the ignorable. 
The Creative Initiative

Luke 19:1 sets the scene: “Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through.” The first-century Jewish historian Josephus described Jericho as “the most fruitful country of Judea, which bears a vast number of palm trees, besides the balsam tree, whose sprouts they cut with sharp stones, and at the incisions they gather the juice, which drops down like tears.” He continued, “This country withal produces honey from bees: it also bears that balsam which is the most precious of all the fruits in that place, cypress trees also…; so that he who should pronounce this place to be divine would not be mistaken, wherein is such plenty of trees produced as are very rare, and of the most excellent sort.”

Jericho’s temperate climate made it an ideal retreat for royals like King Herod, who built enormous palaces, and it was complete with swimming pools, gardens, bathhouses, a hippodrome, and a theater. The city also sat on one of the busiest trade routes in the ancient world, with formalized connections to important coastal cities in northern Israel and to Egypt in the south. Wherever you find vast amounts of wealth and large numbers of politicians, you inevitably find a funnel for taxes.

Verse two introduces us to the one Jesus would encounter: “A man was there by the name of Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was wealthy.” Zacchaeus would have been the most notorious sinner in Jericho, considered a betrayer of God and God’s people. At the time, the Romans would then recruit a local person to be the tax collector. In Jericho, that was Zacchaeus. Zacchaeus, a Jew, sided with the Romans and collected taxes from the Jews to pay for Rome’s army so they could go to other towns, make other people worship Caesar, and kill more faithful Jews who refused. If that wasn’t enough, Zacchaeus also made the locals give more money than the Romans required so he could line his own pockets with the excess.

Zacchaeus was not simply a tax collector like others we have met in the Gospels, but a “chief tax collector.” This title in Greek is not found anywhere else, so its precise meaning is unknown, but it seems to point to the head of the local taxation department. Zacchaeus would employ others in the actual collecting of the taxes, while he passed on what the Romans required.

This not only gave him immense power over the daily lives of ordinary citizens, but it also gave him direct access to the powerful. He undoubtedly dined with royalty and counseled with Roman dignitaries on a regular basis, and he enjoyed a lifestyle few could imagine. To say that Zacchaeus was rich is an understatement. He was unbelievably rich. But as a tax collector—a Roman collaborator against his own people—he abused the power of his office to exact higher taxes than were due and then bankrolled the surplus. So, while eminently wealthy, he was despised, enormously hated.

The name Zacchaeus is from the Greek zaccai, meaning “pure” or “innocent.” J. Vernon McGee notes, “That is not a name for a publican to have! It is like saying black snow, white coal, and cold fire—the two terms are self-contradictory.”
 Needless to say, Zacchaeus would not have been a popular person among the residents of Jericho.

Verse three tells us that Zacchaeus was short. For Zacchaeus to be “short” by ancient Mediterranean standards probably meant he was less than five feet tall.
 Max Lucado refers to him as “pint-size Zacchaeus.”
 We might say he was an “itty-bitty dude.” Kent Hughes suggests, “If I had been casting for Zacchaeus, the Movie in the 1940s, I would have chosen diminutive Edward G. Robinson. Today I would choose Danny DeVito as the ‘Z-Man.’ Those shifty eyes, his swagger—the perfect little big man.”

Zacchaeus would have been easy to overlook—literally—in those days. Held in contempt by the Romans and suspicion by his fellow Jews, Zacchaeus would have been a very wealthy, influential, powerful…and lonely man. He would have been easily ignored. If he were on social media, Zacchaeus would definitely be canceled by our “cancel culture.”

Rather than being deterred by all this, though, Zacchaeus exhibited a creative initiative, as seen in verses 3-4, “He wanted to see who Jesus was, but being a short man he could not, because of the crowd. So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore-fig tree to see him, since Jesus was coming that way.”
Zacchaeus was clearly resourceful (he had not become chief tax collector for nothing), and he was untroubled by any concern for dignity. So he ran on ahead and climbed up into a sycamore tree.
 With its pleasant climate year-round, Jericho was especially noted for its palm trees but supported many other trees as well, including the well-known sycamore tree. The kind of “sycamore” tree described here is related to the fig tree and was easy to climb; it is not the North American sycamore or European-Asian sycamore maple.

Zacchaeus didn’t approach Jesus as a dignitary. Surely as one of the most important men in the city, he could have tried to arrange an official meeting. Instead, he tried to catch a glimpse as Jesus was passing by, and because of his small physical stature and the size of the crowd, he ran ahead and climbed one of the many trees lining the route. To put this in perspective, this would be like the mayor of Las Vegas climbing a tree along the parade route of an arriving religious figure. This illustrates a complete disregard for his own dignity for the sake of finding out more about Jesus.

Picture this grown man running ahead of the parade of people, looking for a tree with a view. Did he have to jump to reach a sturdy branch, or did the sycamore spare him a nice low rung? Either way, this was a scene to behold. The chief of publicans could not have been a young man. He had to work his way up the swindler’s list. Can you hear him huffing and puffing his way up that tree? Clad in a robe, no less? Nothing like climbing a tree in a long dress, right?

The Caring Invitation

As surprising as seeing the tiny tax collector climbing up a tree must have been the caring invitation by Jesus in verses 5-6, “When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, ‘Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today.’ So he came down at once and welcomed him gladly.”
Zacchaeus thought he was seeking Jesus, but Jesus was seeking him! By nature, lost sinners do not seek the Saviour. When Adam and Eve sinned, they hid from God, but God came and sought them. When Jesus was ministering on earth, He sought out the lost; and today the Holy Spirit, through the church, is searching for lost sinners.
 What we begin to see at this point in the story is that Zacchaeus’ seeking of Jesus and Jesus’ seeking of Zacchaeus were both sovereign works of God.

Jesus did not pass by: he stopped and called Zacchaeus down. He did not say, ‘I would like to stay at your house’, but “I must stay.” This is a strong expression. Jesus saw his visit to Zacchaeus as part of his divine mission.

You see, while Zacchaeus showed creative initiative to understand more about Jesus, he didn’t initiate contact. Jesus did, calling him by name and then stating, “It is necessary for me to stay in your house” (literally rendered).

In Western culture, it’s considered poor etiquette to invite oneself to another’s home for room and board, but Jesus honored Zacchaeus immensely. Ancient Near Eastern culture counted it a privilege to provide shelter, food, protection, and comfort to travelers, especially persons of high social rank. Everyone with a home in Jericho hoped to host the Messiah on His journey. Surprisingly, He gave that distinction to the city’s most notorious sinner.
 This is the only instance in the four Gospels of Jesus inviting Himself to someone’s home, and it illustrates the words of Revelation 3:20, “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.”

Zacchaeus responded immediately. And then he received Jesus as his guest “gladly,” literally “with rejoicing.” Again, to put this into perspective, Jesus’ staying in the home of Zacchaeus was like accepting the hospitality of Al Capone, affording the criminal a tacit endorsement by His very presence. This turn of events must have shocked the citizens of Jericho.
 This is seen in verse 7, “All the people saw this and began to mutter, ‘He has gone to be the guest of a sinner.’”
But think about this: Sinners wanted to be around Jesus. Not only did sinners want to be around Jesus but He wanted to be around them. In fact, when Jesus encountered someone committed to sinning, His response was to eat with them. Why? John 3:17 says, “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.” Jesus didn’t come with condemnation for sin. He came with compassion to bring down the wall of sin, so He could bring sinners to God.

The Clear Indication

Verse 8 demonstrates the clear indication of a change in Zacchaeus: “But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, ‘Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.’” 

At some point during the meal, perhaps after hearing Jesus teach or after seeing the response of his other guests, Zacchaeus stood up from his reclining position to make an important announcement. Standing taller than ever before in his life, the city’s most public sinner repented, promising to give half of everything he owned to the poor—a vast sum of money. He also pledged to repay anyone he had defrauded four times what he had taken. Surely, mouths dropped open.
 Where voluntary restitution was made the Law required no more than the original amount plus one fifth, so Zacchaeus was cheerfully agreeing to do more than was necessary.
 Repentance doesn’t merely say, “I’m sorry,” it makes amends for wrongdoing.

Please note: Zacchaeus was not saved because he promised to do good works. He was saved because he responded by faith to Christ’s gracious word to him. Having trusted the Saviour, he then gave evidence of his faith by promising to make restitution to those he had wronged.
 His actions were evidences that a true turn had occurred—the essence of authentic repentance.
 Zacchaeus meant business in his dealings with God. He was beginning a new life through Jesus. He knew perfectly well that his lifelong dishonesty could never be forgiven if he continued to live on the proceeds.

Zacchaeus had swindled enough people to stockpile his retirement. Yet he would have given it all for a clean conscience and a good friend. One lunch with Jesus and he found both.

Jesus responds in verses 9-10, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.”
“A son of Abraham” means a true Jew, one who follows the faith of Abraham, not simply a lineal descendant of the patriarch. All Jews could claim this, but not all Jews were saved. The reason for this man’s salvation is not Zacchaeus’ act of penance but his solidarity with Abraham, that is, God’s free grace.

The story of Zacchaeus stands in marked contrast to that of the rich young ruler. Coming so soon after the emphatic statement about the difficulty of the salvation of the rich, this incident must be seen as a striking manifestation of God’s grace.
 In effect, he lived out the command that had earlier caused the rich young ruler so much grief: “Sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me” (Luke 18:22). He was walking through the eye of a needle and living to tell about it.

Zacchaeus showed outward evidence of his inward change—a clear indication of his salvation. His heart regretted stealing the money. He had it in his power to reverse the misfortune he had caused…and that is what he promised to do. Pointing to Zacchaeus, Jesus restated His purpose in coming to earth: “to seek and to save that which was lost.”

Do you know a modern-day Zacchaeus, someone who’s ignorable? Can you think of someone who may be living with a profound emptiness at the center of his or her life? Are you willing to meet with that person on his or her own turf and share the good news of the fullness of life that can be found in Jesus Christ? When He walked the earth, Jesus went out of His way to spend time with people like Zacchaeus. Still today He seeks people far more intensely than people ever seek Him. He saves people who acknowledge their sinfulness and look to Him for mercy. And, like Zacchaeus, any person who has experienced the power and the saving grace of Jesus Christ can have the assurance of eternal life—right now, yes today!

How do you make someone feel loved?

One way is one meal at a time. Breaking bread breaks down barriers.

Jesus came to bring people to God and break down the barrier between God and people, so of course He was going to break bread with them.

And remember, if you choose to follow Jesus, God’s will for your life on earth is the same as God’s will for Jesus’ life on earth.

Who’s your Zacchaeus? Who has God put in your path who is far from him? God’s will for your life is for you to bring that person to him.

That might sound intimidating, so start with a meal. Invite your coworker to go out to lunch or your neighbor over for dinner. You don’t need to have an incredible spiritual conversation that first meal. Enjoy your time together, ask lots of questions, and listen. Then set up a second meal. Your relationship will grow, you’ll feel more comfortable with the idea of bringing up Jesus, and eventually you will find opportunities to turn the conversation from superficial to spiritual.

Everything doesn’t typically happen in just one meal like it did with Jesus and Zacchaeus, but you never know what one meal can lead to.
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