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October 30, 2016 

2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12 

Luke 19:1-10    Grumbling about Zacchaeus 

 

Sometimes I wonder about Jesus. I wonder why he talks to people like 

Zacchaeus. And why he gets involved with a bad guy like him because it 

will give the wrong impression. It will make Jesus look bad. It will make 

us look bad. In our scripture today, when Jesus meets Zacchaeus and 

goes to this house becomes his friend, I think, “Why, Jesus? Why do you 

have to get mixed up with shady people like him? Why can’t you just be 

a nice savior and do photo ops with children? And have luncheons at the 

church? And hang out with nice people? Why, Jesus, do you have to get 

involved with sinners like Zacchaeus?” But Jesus tells me that’s what he 

has come to do. He has come to seek and save the lost. And I have two 

choices in the matter. I can grumble about it or I can rejoice. 

Now we all know about Zacchaeus, right? Zacchaeus was a wee little 

man and a wee little man was he. And in that song we sing about 

Zacchaeus, everything sounds so cute. It’s cute that Zacchaeus is small 

and that Jesus finds him up in a tree and that Jesus invites himself over 

for dinner. It’s all very cute. Except that it wasn’t cute at all to the 
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people in Jesus’ time. Because even though Zacchaeus was a wee little 

man, he was not cute. He was a cheat and a liar and a fraud. And he 

deserved nothing but holy condemnation from God. He was a sinner. No 

wait, a super sinner. Because he wasn’t just a tax collector, the gospel of 

Luke says. He was a chief tax collector. 

Now, a chief tax collector may not seem like that big of a deal to us. But 

tax collecting was a big deal back then. And nobody liked those who 

collected them. Because tax collectors worked for the Roman 

government. Sometimes they got to be a tax collector as a reward. 

Sometimes they bought the job. Because you could make a lot of money 

as a tax collector. As long as the Romans got their share, the rest was up 

to you. So tax collectors frequently took more. They watched the people 

in their community. So they knew how much they could squeeze them 

for. And many tax collectors became very wealthy. So most of their 

communities hated them. They hated them for their greed. They hated 

them for selling out to the Romans. They hated them for loving money 

more than their neighbors. People hated them. So in Luke’s gospel, 
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whenever you hear the word ‘tax collector’, the word, ‘sinner’, is always 

nearby. 

Zacchaeus wasn’t just a tax collector. He was a chief tax collector. He 

was the top nasty of the nasties. He was the leader of the lousiest people 

on the planet. And to rise to that level he must have done it for a long 

time and must have been good at it. So good that he was promoted. And 

that’s where he was, at the top of his career. Squeezing money out of his 

neighbors, for himself and for the Romans. Taking from shopkeepers 

and farmers and laborers and fishermen and families barely making it, 

and parents with sick kids, and widows with just a few coins left. That 

was Zacchaeus’ life. He was hated but he was rich. And as far as he was 

concerned, it wasn’t HIS fault things were the way they were. He was 

just doing his job. It was just business. And after being at it so long, he 

had gotten used to it. He had gotten used to the wealth. And to the sneers 

and the insults that went with it. That was his life. 

That’s who Zacchaeus was, a chief tax collector, a chief liar, a chief 

fraud, a chief sinner. But when he heard Jesus was coming to town, for 

some reason, he wanted to see him. We don’t know why, but he wanted 
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to see the one everyone was talking about. The man who was so 

different. Who was making people different. Who healed the sick and 

cast out demons and put those self-righteous Pharisees in their place. 

Who offered another Way and another Life. Zacchaeus wanted to see 

Jesus. And maybe HE even didn’t know why. But he needed to see him. 

Have you have felt that way, that you wanted to see Jesus for yourself? 

That you wanted to see who he really was? That you have wanted to get 

past all the stories about him. And the rumors and the reports and the 

advice and the arguments. That you wanted to see him with your own 

eyes and know him yourself? 

Zacchaeus wanted to see him. He wanted to see Jesus so much that he 

was willing to go out into the crowd that hated him. He was willing to 

risk insults and glares, and sacrifice some dignity to stand on his tip toes 

if he had to; because Zacchaeus was a wee little man. He was small it 

says in Luke’s gospel. Micron. Short. Little. If he was surrounded by the 

crowd he wouldn’t be able to see. And no one was going to make room 

for him. No one would invite him to come stand up front. No one was 

going to say, “Hey Zacchaeus, over here. I’ve saved you a spot.” No one 
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in Jericho would do that. Because no one liked him. Zacchaeus had no 

friends. So he hiked up his nice, expensive robes, and did what he had to 

do in order to see and he climbed a tree. 

Zacchaeus was a wee little man in so many ways. But he wanted to see 

Jesus. He wanted to be in his presence, just for a moment. To know what 

it felt like; to see if things really could be different, to know there was 

another Way. And as the crowd approached, Zacchaeus could see 

everything from the tree, he could feel the excitement. And then, there 

was Jesus. And he saw how things might change, how there might be a 

new kind of Life. He could see it from up in the tree. But suddenly there 

Jesus was, looking up at Zacchaeus, seeing him. As if he knew 

Zacchaeus, as if he knew that he wanted something different, a new Way 

and a new Life. Jesus stopped and looked up into the tree and he called 

Zacchaeus by name. “Zacchaeus,” he said. “Not hey you, tax collector; 

or hey you, chief of sinners; or hey you scumbag, come down here so I 

can berate you further.” No, Jesus calls him by name, Zacchaeus, 

Righteous one. That’s what his name means. Righteous one. “You want 
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to see me, don’t you, Zacchaeus? You want to meet me. Come down 

here. Let’s go to your house for dinner.” 

Jesus sees Zacchaeus and Zacchaeus sees there is another Way and 

another Life and it’s the life he wants. And Zacchaeus promises to make 

things right. He promises he will not love money as much as his 

neighbor. And it’s almost as if Luke’s gospel has been leading to this 

point. Because Jesus has come to seek and save the lost. That’s his 

mission, to look for the broken and the messed up, and the most despised 

and the most rejected. Even Zacchaeus, chief of sinners. And in this 

story, salvation comes to Zacchaeus’ house. Because Zacchaeus will 

give to the poor. He will return what he has stolen, multiplied by four. 

He will give away his riches. Unlike the rich ruler in the previous 

chapter who could not do it. Zacchaeus can and he will. Because the 

Way of loving money keeps us from the Way of loving God and our 

neighbor. Zacchaeus changes. His life change. His Way changes. 

Salvation changes us. Because following Jesus is more than liking Jesus, 

it’s loving him with our work and our play and our finances and with all 

our hearts. And loving our neighbors as ourselves. 
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Zacchaeus began a new Life that day. But when the crowd saw it, they 

grumbled. They complained about what Jesus had done because they 

knew Zacchaeus. They knew what kind of person he was. And that he 

was the wrong kind of person for Jesus to seek. When Jesus went to his 

house, he was telling the world that he wanted to be Zacchaeus’ friend. 

And the crowd was upset. “WHAT just happened?,” they said. “Did 

Jesus just go off with the chief tax collector? Did he just go home with 

that terrible, terrible sinner? How could our Jesus do that? He just lost 

my vote for Messiah.” 

But, Jesus came to do what he came to do. And he came to seek and 

save the lost. He came to say that things can be different and that life can 

be different. That there is forgiveness and hope and Life for everyone. 

That’s his mission, whether we like it or not. And it’s been his mission 

from the very beginning. To reach out to the broken and the sinful. 

Offering another Way. Never giving up on lost people or lost causes, 

even when everyone else has; because that’s why Jesus came. To seek 

and save the lost.  
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So we can either rejoice about that or we can grumble. And I know, 

more often than not, I tend to be one of the grumblers. Like all the good 

religious folks in our story, I to be resentful when the last are first and 

the first are last. I tend to be irritated when Jesus goes after the lost 

instead of staying with those who never got lost in the first place. And 

that grumbling is even there throughout Luke’s gospel. People grumble 

about Jesus. They grumble about him forgiving people’s sins. They 

grumble about a sinful woman touching him. They grumble about him 

healing on the Sabbath and criticizing the self-righteous. They grumble 

about Jesus constantly and, Oh look at the beginning, in chapter 5, the 

Pharisees and scribes are grumbling about him eating with tax collectors 

and sinners. 

We can grumble about Jesus’ mission. Or we can rejoice when a lost 

person is found. When a broken person is made whole and reconnected 

to the family of God. When ONE lost sheep, one prodigal son returns, 

there is such a party in heaven, Jesus says. The angels rejoice for that 

liar, that cheater, that hopeless person that is turned around and brought 
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back home. All of creation rejoices when Jesus does what Jesus came to 

do.  

We can either rejoice or grumble. Because salvation has come. Jesus has 

come to seek and save the lost. To sit down with sinners and eat with us 

and be our friend. To give up all of his riches, the riches of heaven, to be 

with us. And he will do what he has come to do. On the cross, on Good 

Friday, he will be with the despised and rejected. In the grave, he will be 

with the lost and lifeless. At the empty tomb of Easter morning. Jesus 

will give us Life. And a new way to come back home. So let us rejoice. 

Let us rejoice in what Jesus come to do. Let us rejoice in what he is 

doing in us and in others. Let us rejoice with all of heaven that Jesus 

wants to be our friend and that he brings us his salvation. 


