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Jericho – an ancient city with a long, storied past. Remember, this was the first city that the 
Hebrews conquered when they first came into the land under Joshua’s leadership. God told them 
to march around the city for 6 days in total silence and then, on the 7th day, they blew their ram’s 
horns and raised a loud shout and the walls fell down.

I’ve been to Jericho. It is way down in the Jordan rift valley and it’s still an oasis town in the midst 
of the dry wilderness. It’s in one of the lowest places on earth and the temperatures can get up to 
over 100 degrees, and that’s a cool day. This is the setting of our story today. This Galilean preacher, 
named Jesus, has come to town and the first person we hear about is a tax collector named Zaccheus.

What was a tax collector? These were the people who embodied the ancient version of the IRS. The 
one difference was, they set the rules on how much they collected. Throughout the Roman world 
tax collectors were looked down upon and were classified as an unsavory and unscrupulous group 
of people. They were not a socially acceptable lot anywhere. The way the system worked was there 
would be one person put in charge of a certain district or area whose job was to collect the taxes 
from the locals. That person, in turn, would hire others, (usually locals) to do the actual job. Local 
people were hired because they would know how much over the tax amounts they could collect 
and get away with. This is the case here with Zaccheus. Zaccheus was the man in charge of the 
Jericho district, under whom others worked in the tax collection business. We know this because 
in the scripture, in the Greek, he is called the “architelenos.” A “telenos” was a tax collector; the 
“ARCHI-telenos” was the general overseer. This is why Luke can record that he was very rich. He 
collected his portion from the extortion already exacted by his appointees from the general public.

Zaccheus had a double strike against him: Not only was he the district tax collector for the Roman 
authority, which was bad enough, but he was also a Jew – a man who should have been trying to 
help his fellow citizens against this cruel overlord. Instead he is not only working for the Romans, 
but adding to his own peoples’ troubles by getting rich off of them. Remember in last week’s text 
that Robyn shared with us; we had the story of the Pharisee and the tax collector in the Temple, 
and remember how proud the Pharisee was that he wasn’t one of these sinners, and how sorrowful 
and humble was the tax collector. No one wanted to associate with them, let alone be their friend. 
Remember, one of his own disciples, Matthew, was a tax collector whom Jesus met and recruited right 
there at his work place. I want you to understand and get a picture of just how revolutionary this was 
for Jesus to bring Matthew along and how the others might well have had very mixed feelings about 
Matthew in spite of the fact that Jesus liked him and wanted him in His inner circle of friends.

Just so with Zaccheus. He was not much wanted or liked among the people in general, nor in the 
district of Jericho in particular. He would not have been wanted or welcome among Jesus’ disciples 
either; remember the Twelve were not always the most welcoming guys when it came to outsiders, 
especially those whom society had already deemed as unsavory. Remember the woman at the well, 
she was not too welcome by the disciples; or the “little children” who were told to go away and 



don’t bother the teacher; and again, in Samaria, they were ready to call down fire and brimstone 
upon the Samaritans for not welcoming Jesus.

Like the woman at the well, who simply came to get some water and was not trying to be noticed 
by anyone because of her reputation in the community, Zaccheus was also not trying to do anything 
to be noticed. He was simply going about his daily business when he gets word that this teacher 
from the Galilee was in town. I think back to my childhood and all of the pictures I saw about this 
story and they all showed Jesus walking down the street with his friends and each side is lined with 
people cheering him as if it was a parade. Zaccheus was running behind all of them trying to get a 
glimpse and finally climbs very high up into a tree. I don’t think it was like that at all.  

Jesus and His disciples were simply making their way through town, having come from one place 
and are on their way to another. There was no “parade.” It was simply this group of folks making 
their way through town as everyone else is going about their daily business and routine. Of course 
by now Jesus had achieved some notoriety, and so in the midst of all of the daily activity, some 
of the folks would have seen and noticed Jesus; and of course they would be happy that He was 
there and gather around Him as He’s moving through. Zaccheus hears that this Jesus is in town and 
finds the street on which He’s walking to get through the city. Zaccheus can’t see because not only 
is he short but Jesus has a lot of people near Him. So, Zaccheus looks down the road and sees the 
route Jesus will have to take and Zaccheus then makes his way along the road and finds a sycamore 
tree and climbs up, just to get his head above the fray to see this guy. He’s not trying to be noticed 
because probably, in Zaccheus’ mind, he knows that this guy is a religious leader, a rabbi, and like 
most religious Jews, would not want anything to do with him. Zaccheus just wants “to see Him,” to 
find out what He looks like. It’s out of that situation that Jesus notices Zaccheus. Isn’t that always 
the way? When we are feeling at our worst, and just don’t feel worthy to be a part of anything, and 
don’t want to be noticed, that’s when the spotlight is turned upon us.

That’s what happens here. Just when Zaccheus has gotten a glimpse of this guy, and maybe he’s 
even ready to come down out of the tree and make his way home, Jesus looks up and sees him. 
Calls him by name, and says come down because today I’m coming to your house. I don’t think this 
was “planned” in any cosmic way, rather I think this is simply an example of divine interruption 
and Jesus being open to whatever it is the Spirit is doing at any given moment.

First, what is the response of the people around Jesus? The immediate response is “what’s He 
doing? He’s going to eat with a sinner?” Just like the disciples the people want to shun the one 
who is drawn to Jesus and that Jesus has chosen. Perhaps some of the disciples even expressed or 
thought the same as the crowds. Just like the Pharisee in the temple in last week’s story, although 
they don’t say it this way, they immediately think of Zaccheus as “less than” and very likely think 
of themselves as much more worthy of entertaining the Rabbi. Some of them may have hoped to 
entertain Jesus themselves in a home worthy of Him; but Jesus had other plans.

So, what was Zaccheus’ response? He was thrilled, probably because for the first time, he was 
noticed and not despised and rejected; and then he immediately decides to give away almost all 
that he owns. This shows a lot about the heart of Zaccheus. In Leviticus, where the social laws are 
discussed, it says in chapter six that if you defraud someone you make restitution by restoring the 
full amount that you owed plus 20%. What does Zaccheus do? His heart is so full and he so wants 
to be restored to God and his community that he goes well above and beyond that requirement. 
First, he decides to give half of his wealth to the poor. This was done through the synagogues and 
other means established within society to provide equitable distribution among the poor. But he 



doesn’t stop there; with the other half he says he will restore not just what was defrauded plus 20%, rather 
he will restore four times what he took in ill-gotten money.  

Finally, what is Jesus’ response? “Today salvation has come to this house.” Jesus doesn’t make him say a 
sinner’s prayer; He doesn’t tell him to offer sacrifices in the temple; nor does He tell him to go and apologize 
to everyone he’s hurt. All that Zaccheus had to do was to be willing and to be obedient; nothing more than 
that. The rituals in the temple were not bad; apologizing and asking for forgiveness was not a wrong thing; 
even saying a prayer asking for God’s forgiveness wasn’t forbidden. It was that Zaccheus had demonstrated a 
much higher level of spirituality and in his actions was already demonstrating his faith and worshipping.  

So what was it that brought salvation to Zaccheus and his household? Isaiah very succinctly states that 
festivals and sacrifices are of no use when done simply because that’s the ritual of what we do. As God 
states in Isaiah, He hates the festivals; He wants to vomit from all of the sacrifices and the incense is 
sickening. So God says, like an attorney, “Come, and let us reason together…” And out of that He tells 
us, though your sins are as scarlet, red like crimson, they will be as white as snow and like fresh wool. In 
those days they didn’t have bleach so once something was dyed, the color stayed and it was impossible 
to remove. But what’s impossible with man is possible with God. What does it take to make our sins 
“disappear” so that we can be clean before God? As God states, “IF you are willing and obedient…”  

There is nothing wrong with “ritual” when it is done as an act of worship and the fullness of God is seen 
in it and through it. What distresses God is when it is simply done by rote, with no intention of worship. 
The doing of these things does not make us clean before God. What makes us clean as snow and white as 
wool is when we are both “willing and willing doers” of God’s will. This is all that He asks – be willing 
and obedient; and to be obedient is not a hard burden. As Jesus said, “My yoke is easy and My burden is 
light.” The more willing we are the easier it is to obey. That is why Jesus did not require of Zaccheus the 
usual offerings in the temple. Jesus could see that Zaccheus’ heart was already willing and obedient, and 
therefore he was already worshipping God with his actions. That was what brought salvation to his house 
that day. Not that he gave away all that he had, but that his heart had become willing and obedient to the 
Spirit’s moving in his life.

I know for myself, when I’m feeling my lowest, those are the times when I just want to be left alone. If it’s 
because I know that I messed up or something I’ve done, then I really don’t want to be noticed because in 
myself I feel that I’m not worthy; I’m not good enough to be with those nice people over there. There was 
a time not too long ago when I felt totally unworthy to even be in church, but I still wanted to be there; I 
loved the life and Spirit that was there. But I didn’t feel like I was worthy nor had the right to be there. So 
I climbed my own proverbial tree, just to get a glimpse. It happened one Sunday as I took a glimpse of the 
altar and cross at the front of the church. It was at that moment Jesus saw me and I came down out of my 
tree. It was in that moment when He spoke to me three times and said, “You and I are ok.” In that moment, 
my chains fell off.

Are you up in a tree feeling unworthy for some reason? Are you wanting a glimpse but don’t feel good 
enough to fully participate? I have some good news. You don’t have to be good enough. Zaccheus didn’t 
have to be good enough. God’s only request is that you just be willing and be obedient and salvation will 
come to your house. So the question then comes to us – are we willing? Will we be obedient to what God 
is asking of us? Like Zaccheus, will you accept Jesus’ invitation and come down out of the tree and eat 
with Him? Amen.


