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Deuteronomy 34:1-4 & Luke 19:1-10

I'm sure, like me, when you misplace something, there is great rejoicing whenever the
item is found. I lost a special bracelet which my Mum had bought me, which had a loose
catch. It must have slipped off my arm, but thankfully it came off in a friend’s car and the
car driver found it and returned it to me, for which I was very thankful. We read about
many lost things and people in Luke’s Gospel - the lost coin, the lost sheep, and the lost
son. Our focus this morning will be on Zacchaeus, who once was lost, but his life was
radically transformed when Jesus found him.

Luke informs us that Jesus had come to Jericho. Let’s focus for a few minutes on this city
of Jericho. It is believed to be one of the oldest cities in the world. The city was situated in
the lower Jordan Valley, about ten miles northwest of the Dead Sea, and seventeen miles
from Jerusalem. It was surrounded with high walls and was a secure fortress. We read in
Deuteronomy 34:3, it is ‘the City of Palms’ and was a key Canaanite agricultural area. God
had chosen Joshua to lead the children of Israel and Jericho was the first city that was
conquered by Israel after entering into Canaan. Only Rahab and her family were spared
when the walls of Jericho collapsed.

It was not through military strategy, instead it was through the Israelites’ obedience to
God’s commands. It was to be devoted to the Lord. Joshua 6:19 says, ‘All the silver and
gold and the articles of bronze and iron are sacred to the LORD and must go into His
treasury! God’s people were to honour Him with the first fruits from this
conquest. Jericho remained unoccupied until the time of the prophets Elijah and Elisha,
about five hundred years later.

Jericho in the New Testament was built by Herod which was about a mile to the south of
the location of Jericho in the Old Testament. Now we will push the fast forward button
where Jesus arrives in Jericho.

Luke introduces us to a man called Zacchaeus, who was the chief of the tax collectors in
Jericho. The name Zacchaeus means ‘righteous one’ but, sadly, he was not living up to his
name. He not only collected taxes from his own people, but also worked for the Gentiles
too. Tax collectors were well known for collecting more taxes than was required by the
law. Sadly, this money wouldn’t be going into the right treasury! This is why Luke tells us,



in the story, that Zacchaeus was wealthy. The Jewish people really despised him and he
was very unpopular at that time.

We can recall when some tax collectors came to John the Baptist to be baptised and were
enquiring what they needed to do to get right with God, John replied saying, ‘Don’t collect
any more than you are required to.” Luke 3:13.

One day Zacchaeus had heard the news that Jesus was coming to his home town and he
wanted to see Him. Just think about it, the fact is Jesus came to Jericho to see
Zacchaeus! Jesus seeks out the sinner. Right at the beginning of time, when Adam and
Eve disobeyed God’s command and sinned, they hid themselves from God, but He came to
search for them!

Why did Zacchaeus desperately want to see Jesus? [ wonder could Levi, also known as
Matthew, have been one of his few friends? Maybe he had told him about Jesus. Possibly
he was beginning to realise that money could not bring real satisfaction. The text does
not give us this detail, but I'm sure he had lots of questions that he wanted to ask Jesus. He
probably had heard that Jesus was willing to accept people just like himself. He was filled
with curiosity. There was a large crowd who had also gathered around to see
Jesus. Zacchaeus, we are told, was a small man and he was unable to see over the crowd
of people.

He was very determined and wasn'’t going to give up easily. He had a great idea; he would
climb up a tree to get a really good view of Jesus. Luke, in his usual style, is careful to tell
us a lot of detail. We read that Zacchaeus runs to climb the sycamore fig-tree. In those
days it was undignified for a man to run, especially a wealthy government official. It must
have been quite a spectacle to watch this chief tax collector running and climbing a
tree! No matter who was shocked or laughed at him, he was not going to be deterred from
seeing Jesus. It was a clever idea, as it meant Zacchaeus would have a good view of Jesus
when He came.

Jesus did not pass Zacchaeus by, because Luke informs us that Jesus stopped at the very
place where Zacchaeus was perched and issued an invitation to him. Looking up at
Zacchaeus, He said, ‘Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today’

I'm sure Zacchaeus was not expecting to get an invitation like that from Jesus and with
such urgency. Let us notice Jesus did not say that He would like to stay at the house of
Zacchaeus, but that He MUST. This is the only time in all of the four Gospels where Jesus
invites Himself to a person’s house!

This is a divine appointment that Jesus was about to have with him. Zacchaeus responded
at once and quickly came down from his vantage point to welcome Jesus into his
home. Notice two things here - Zacchaeus had to climb down from the tree, which shows
a position of humility, and, secondly, he had to hurry as this was his special opportunity
to get right with God. [ wonder, are there any high places we need to come down from in
order to be in closer fellowship with Jesus? Luke adds that Zacchaeus welcomes Jesus



gladly. Obviously, Zacchaeus had heard much about Jesus, and he was interested in
speaking to Him and listening to what He was going to say.

The crowd of people standing by saw exactly what was happening, and they quickly
showed their disapproval of Jesus going to eat with this hated tax collector. They even
come to the very point of the matter and say, ‘He has gone to be the guest of a sinner’ This
is exactly why Jesus had this appointment.

Hospitality is a major theme running right throughout the Old Testament and into the
New Testament, which we can trace right from the Garden of Eden to the Wedding Feast
of the Lamb in Revelation.

We know that Jesus enjoyed hospitality, and especially going to the home of His goods
friends at Bethany; Lazarus, Martha and Mary and spending time enjoying food and
fellowship with them. Jesus is depicted both as giver and receiver of hospitality, breaking
many barriers to connect with people from diverse backgrounds no matter what their
social standing or spiritual state. Robert Webber concludes, ‘..conversion became a
consequence of eating with Jesus’ rather than a prerequisite.

Within the culture of the New Testament, hospitality is a social process, whereby the
status of the individual is transformed from stranger to guest. The Apostle Paul
encourages this great gift of hospitality in Romans 12:13, saying simply, ‘Practise
hospitality. Peter in his first Epistle 4:9, challenges us to ‘Offer hospitality to one another
without grumbling.’

Zacchaeus seemed very pleased to offer hospitality to his distinguished Guest. This may
have been the first time in a long time that he had company with whom he could share a
meal. So many people had rejected him, and probably he was very lonely and
isolated. Jesus wanted to enjoy a relationship with Zacchaeus, and He began this by
sharing a meal with him.

Hospitality provides an excellent opportunity to invite people into our homes and, as we
show our love and friendship, God will use us to help people encounter Jesus. Michele
Hershberger informs us that the word hospitality is derived from the Latin noun
hospitium, built on the root hospes, which means both guest and host. This is an
interesting concept, conveying a partnership where one offers a welcome - a place of
sharing, loving, caring, protecting - and yet at the same time, by the offer, becomes a
recipient of blessing; as this story of Zacchaeus reveals.

Henri Nouwen challenges, ‘If there is any concept worth restoring to its original depth
and evocative potential, it is the concept of hospitality’ Is the Lord wanting us to invite
someone for a meal to our home and provide an opportunity to encounter Jesus?

After the meal, Luke tells us that Zacchaeus stood up, meaning he had something
important to announce. I think we can confidently assume that he knew he needed to
make restoration for his past. He proceeds to make a solemn promise to Jesus by saying,



‘Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated
anybody out of anything, [ will pay back four times the amount.

The visit of Jesus to his house had made a real impact on his life. Zacchaeus had obviously
been making a lot of money falsely, but now he was willing to pay back and go beyond
what was required of him by the law. Those who were willing to make voluntary
restitution for their past mistakes were expected to pay the original amount plus one
fifth.

Numbers 5:7 states, ‘Any man or woman who wrongs another in any way and so is
unfaithful to the LORD is guilty and must confess the sin they have committed. They must
make full restitution for the wrong they have done, add a fifth of the value to it, and then
give it all to the person they have wronged.” I wonder, was Zacchaeus thinking about this
law? The generosity of giving back four times really displayed the true transformation
that had taken place in the life of Zacchaeus during this divine appointment with Jesus.

Jesus then said those amazing words to Zacchaeus, ‘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 the lost.” It is worth noting why Jesus deliberately said ‘son of Abraham’ because
the Jews despised Zacchaeus, so much they may have said he wasn’t a ‘real’ Jew.

Jesus wanted to make clear that he really was a son of Abraham now, in both senses; by
birth and by faith. It is interesting that Zacchaeus was small in stature physically, but since
coming to faith in Jesus, he is now elevated by being called a son of Abraham. Luke knew
Zacchaeus was a great illustration of what Jesus had said earlier to the rich young ruler,
‘How hard it is for the rich to enter the Kingdom of God. He also went on to say, ‘What is
impossible with man is possible with God.’ This is exactly what God had done here
through Jesus, and brought Zacchaeus into His Kingdom. The rich young ruler went away
sad from the presence of Jesus, not willing to give away his wealth, whereas Zacchaeus
gave with a joyful heart. When a sinner repents and receives salvation, JOY should exude
from their heart and life. Joy is a key theme in Luke’s Gospel. I wonder, can we say JOY is
one of the fruits of the Spirit that we are producing daily in our lives?

Sadly, the crowds on the road to Jerusalem thought that the Kingdom of God was about
society and politics, and had the message the wrong way round. Zacchaeus’ entry into the
Kingdom of God was through repentance and salvation. He had a complete transformation
of his heart, after having this amazing encounter with Jesus.

A real miracle has taken place and this will have ripple effects all around. His friends and
other tax collectors will see the change that Jesus has made in his life, and others will
respond accordingly.

I'm sure Zacchaeus must have been very excited to have had this special encounter with
Jesus, to be able to welcome Him into his home and be able to proclaim, ‘I once was lost
but Jesus found me.” May we look for opportunities to show hospitality to people and, as
we share the Gospel, rejoice to see lives being transformed.






