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Sermon 

3 November 2019 

West Kirk & Polbeth Harwood 

 

By: Rev Dr Jonanda Groenewald 

Reading: Luke 19:1-10 

 

The story of Zacchaeus: the story of a wee man who meets a big God. 

 

Zacchaeus was the chief tax collector in Jericho. In other words, he was 

a tax collector who did so well for himself, that he had other tax 

collectors work for him. 

 

Jericho was a border city, and therefore there was a customs station 

there. It was also one of the wealthiest cities in all of Palestine, in the 

most fertile part of Judea, and this city boasted a Herodian palace – so it 

was any tax collectors dream! 

 

It’s clear from the story that nobody could stand Zacchaeus, that he was 

despised. Why?  

 

Well, the Jews were a close-knit community, and they looked out for 

each other. They were proud of the fact that nobody would ever do 

anything to hurt a fellow-Jew. 
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Tax collectors worked for the hated Roman Government though, and to 

do that by choice just showed what kind a person you were – someone 

who didn’t look out for their neighbour. 

 

But to make it worse – a tax collector wouldn’t be paid a salary. They 

had to hand over a certain amount of money to the Roman Government, 

and whatever they had over and above that, they could keep for 

themselves. This meant that lots of them overcharged people to line 

their own pockets. Not really caring about how these people would make 

ends meet in the difficult times they lived. 

 

So Zacchaeus was seen as a traitor and a thief. Probably the most 

hated man in all of Jericho. 

 

But then Zacchaeus heard about Jesus. He probably heard loads of 

stories about Jesus because of his work. He saw so many people from 

all over as he collected their taxes, and he would hear them talking to 

each other while they were waiting in line. 

 

** 

If we were to imagine this scenario in our own time – Jesus was 

probably very much like a modern-day celebrity. 

 

Everybody knew something about him, everybody would love to meet 

him. He had groups of followers (not on facebook or Instagram, but 

people who actually followed him around wherever he went!), his 

reputation preceded him. 
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He healed people, he even raised someone from the dead, he said just 

what he wanted (which wasn’t done in those days.) Most people loved 

him. Some couldn’t stand him, mainly because they were jealous. 

See, just like a celebrity! 

 

There were lots of excitement in town, because rumour had it that Jesus 

was going to pass through on his journey to Jerusalem. 

 

Now, if you heard of a celebrity you would love to meet passing through 

your village, what would you do? Go have a look of course! See if you 

can actually get a glimpse of him, maybe even a photo or a selfie! 

 

But then, what would you do if EVERYBODY else had the same idea, 

and you can’t see anything because of the crowd around you?  

 

If you’re desperate to see the celebrity, you’ll make a plan! 

 

And that’s exactly what Zacchaeus did! He climbed in a tree. A 

sycamore. Now, the sycamore trees that grow in that area, are family of 

the fig tree, so it was an easy tree to climb.  

 

But still, a well-known, dignified man climbing a tree… That would have 

been frowned upon in that society, where you never did anything to 

focus attention on yourself, where you made sure to always behave 

appropriately… 

 

Even today it will be frowned upon! Can you imagine the chief executive 

of HMRC climbing a tree with his suit and tie to get a glimpse of a 

visiting celebrity? 



4 
 

That just won’t happen! 

 

We can imagine kids, who don’t know any better, climbing trees though. 

André once told me that when he was wee, he and his brother played 

circus-circus. He pretended to be walking the tight-rope high up in a tree. 

I’m sure you can imagine how this story ended! 

 

He fell out of the tree, broke his arm – and then, when he came home 

covered in tears and mud, his mum had no sympathy! She told him that 

he had to take a bath, before she would take him to hospital, because no 

child of hers goes out in public looking like that! Broken arm or not… 

 

So the wee boy André climbing a tree didn’t have as good an outcome 

as the wee man Zacchaeus! 

 

But to get back to our story: 

If you are desperate to meet a celebrity, and you go out to line the 

streets if only to get a wee glimpse… What if, that celebrity you were so 

anxious to see, much to your surprise and delight, acknowledges your 

presence, and treats you with respect and grace?! 

 

Jesus knew Zacchaeus was in that tree. So he demanded him to come 

down straight away, and he invited himself to Zacchaeus’ house for a 

meal. 

 

Now this is the only place in the New Testament where Jesus invites 

himself to someone’s house. So this was a big gesture. A big gesture 

towards a small man – not only lacking in length, but also in respect and 

acceptance. 
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By inviting someone to a meal meant that you accepted them, that you 

would like to be associated with them, that you thought you were of the 

same social standing.  

 

Jesus accepted Zacchaeus, with all his faults, and that changed 

Zacchaeus’ life completely.  

 

The important people of that society grumbled because of what Jesus 

did, but Jesus couldn’t be bothered. He wasn’t only changing 

Zacchaeus’ life, he was also teaching them all a lesson. 

 

And what was Zacchaeus’ reaction to all this? He couldn’t get down that 

tree fast enough! And he then promised to give half of his possessions 

to the poor, and on top he promised to pay back everyone he’d cheated 

four times the amount he’s cheated them! 

 

Now according to the law in Leviticus, if you cheated someone, you had 

to pay them back exactly the amount you cheated them, plus 20%. So 

what he is offering here is excessive. 

 

But if you think how much he’s taken from others, that’s probably what 

he felt it would take to make things better. 

 

Jesus didn’t ask him to do it; that was his natural response to Jesus’ act 

of kindness and love. 

 

Meeting Jesus changed him from a taker to a giver. From a spectator to 

a participator. From someone who was looking on from a distance, 

longing to belong, to someone who is part of the family. 
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The Jewish people believed that salvation belonged to all who were 

descendants of Abraham, except if someone excluded themselves by 

doing something really evil… Like Zacchaeus did. 

 

But now Jesus announces that this man too is a son of Abraham. He 

also deserves a place in the family photo. 

 

** 

Isn’t it ironic that many people talk about how they “found the Lord,” but 

in reality, long before that, God was seeking them out.  

 

In this story, Zacchaeus thought he was looking for Jesus, but even 

more so – Jesus was looking for him! 

 

Jesus came to seek and to save you and me. He sees us hiding in that 

sycamore tree, checking him out from afar, and he calls us by name and 

says, “I absolutely must go to your house today.” Jesus seeks and Jesus 

saves. He makes us part of God’s family. 

 

The crowds made it difficult for Zacchaeus to see Jesus, so he made a 

plan. Let’s learn from him.  

 

The majority of people around us today can make it difficult for us to see 

Jesus too! Not because they want to see him first, but because faith isn’t 

important to them, and therefore they can sometimes make it really hard 

for us to SEE Jesus in our world, to remember how life-changing it can 

be to meet him. 
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Let’s never allow anyone to obscure our vision. If we can’t see Jesus, 

let’s get some distance to refocus our eyes on him. Because he IS there! 

 

And the second thing we learn in this story is about the grace of God…  

 

Have you ever met someone you thought were so bad, that they were 

beyond saving? Someone who’s done something unspeakable, or who 

is living a shameful life? 

 

Zacchaeus’ fellow Jews felt that way about him. His way of life was a 

disgrace towards them and towards God. 

 

Yet – Jesus, who knows this, walks right up to him, and the minute he 

meets Jesus, his life changes. 

 

Despite what everyone thought of him, Jesus announces loud and clear 

that he is part of the family of God. 

 

Have you ever done something so shameful that you maybe feel as if 

you don’t deserve salvation? Are there people who despise you so much 

(rightly or wrongly) that you feel sad and lonely? 

 

Well, this morning, Jesus is standing underneath that tree you are hiding 

in, calling you down.  

 

He is inviting you to stop being a spectator, but to become a full member 

of his family. 
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He has forgiven you for everything you have ever done wrong. He wants 

to come to your house NOW, he wants to be part of your life, he wants 

you to be a part of his family. 

 

How will you respond? 

 

The right thing to do is to say YES Lord, THANKS Lord! 

 

If Jesus invites himself into your life, you don’t say no. 

 

You say yes and then go on living a life that pleases him, because 

nobody who meets Jesus, can ever be the same again. 

 

So let’s become givers, not takers; 

Workers, not watchers; 

People who serve, and not only observe. 

 

We so often fall SHORT of what we should do, who we should be; but 

God is BIGGER than all our uncertainties and fears. 

 

Let’s accept his grace once again today, and never stop smiling – 

because every single one of us belong in the most special family photo 

of all times – that of the family of God. 

 

Amen 

 


