ZACCHAEUS – WAS HE REALLY THAT BAD?

Luke 19:1-10

Introduction

The story of the tax collector, Zacchaeus, is not only popular with children who like to sing of “the wee little man who climbed a sycamore tree to see Jesus.” It is also a favorite message of pastors and evangelists. I have heard many sermons on this text and every preacher without exception spent time emphasizing how bad tax collectors were. In this message, I want to offer a different perspective and hope that you will bear with me. 
First, a Grammatical Lesson 
I have been taught that chapter and verse divisions are often helpful, but not part of the inspired Word of God. It would seem to me, that a sentence that begins with the word “and” indicates a connection to the previous sentence. In Luke 19, verses 1 through 9 all begin with the word “and” so these verses would logically belong together. Verse one also begins with “and”, so we need to include the last ten verses of Chapter 18 together with Chapter 19:1-10 in order to get the whole picture.
Before someone notices, I will let you know that I put Luke 18:32 and 33 together and also verses 40 and 41 because these make complete sentences. That may not be inspired, but I think it could be helpful to students of God’s Word.
The apostle Paul seemed to prefer another grammatical option of his time, putting all connected thoughts into a single “run-on” sentence!  
Overview of Luke 18:31-19:10
Verse 18:31 and Luke 19:10 do not begin with the word “and” but they serve as “book covers” or “slices of bread that contain the meat of the sandwich”. Or I could say that they represent the frame of a picture. The picture is primary and the frame is secondary. A frame should not detract from the picture, but rather draw attention to it. * 

In the 20 verses connected by the conjunction “and.”  Luke is presenting a frame which will later contain the picture. 
Jesus and his disciples are walking southward by way of Jericho toward Jerusalem. Jesus shares with the disciples what he will experience when he gets to Jerusalem. 
Luke 18:31-33  Then he took unto him the twelve, and said unto them, Behold, we go up to Jerusalem, and all things that are written by the prophets concerning the Son of man shall be accomplished. For he shall be delivered unto the Gentiles, and shall be mocked, and spitefully entreated, and spitted on:And they shall scourge him, and put him to death: and the third day he shall rise again. Verse 34 says, And they understood none of these things: and this saying was hid from them, neither knew they the things which were spoken.  
The frame is now set. 
Luke’s painting shows a large crowd of people, but Luke especially highlights 15 of them. We first see Jesus, surrounded by his twelve disciples. As the crowd approaches the city of Jericho, our eyes are directed towards a poorly clad man who is looking up with outstretched hands. He seems to be lost, but then we realize that this poor man is a blind beggar. He has paused his begging and is now asking others what is going on. Are you beginning to get the picture? 
The people tell him that Jesus of Nazareth is coming by that way. The beggar had heard about this Jesus, who had even healed some blind people. The blind beggar recognized this as the chance of a lifetime and he was not about to miss it. He began to call out to Jesus for help.
Luk 18:38-43  And he cried, saying, Jesus, thou Son of David, have mercy on me. And they which went before rebuked him, that he should hold his peace: but he cried so much the more, Thou Son of David, have mercy on me! 
And Jesus stood, and commanded him to be brought unto him: and when he was come near, he asked him, saying, What wilt thou that I shall do unto thee? And he said, Lord, that I may receive my sight. And Jesus said unto him, Receive thy sight: thy faith hath saved thee. 

And suddenly, he could see! For the first time in his life, he could see - people, the sky, trees,  hills and the city walls of Jericho! And he saw Jesus!

And immediately he received his sight, and followed him, glorifying God: and all the people, when they saw it, gave praise unto God. Even those people who had just commanded him to shut his mouth were now praising God!
This was a frame within a frame for the picture that is yet to come.

The Story of Zacchaeus Begins here!
Luke 19:1-5  And Jesus entered and passed through Jericho. And, behold, there was a man named Zacchaeus, which was the chief among the publicans, and he was rich [see Luke 18:35].  He sought to see Jesus who he was; and could not for the press, because he was little of stature. He ran before, and climbed up into a sycomore tree to see him: for he was to pass that way. When Jesus came to the place, he looked up, and saw him, and said unto him, Zacchaeus, make haste, and come down; for today I must abide at thy house. 

What a contrast! A blind beggar crying for mercy and a wealthy little chief of the publicans sitting in a tree! Can you see the wisdom of keeping this entire scene together?
Luke 19:6-7  And he made haste, and came down, and received him joyfully. And when they saw it, they all murmured, saying, That he was gone to be guest with a man that is a sinner.[ see Luke 18:9-14] 
Compare the response of the disciples and others who witnessed these two unusual situations. First disbelieving, then criticizing the beggar, then praising God and finally murmering at Jesus. 
Before we enter the house with Jesus and Zacchaeus, I want to share a few thoughts from this picture with readers. 

“Publicans and Sinners”
Tax collectors were detested by the Jews and they are not held in particularly high esteem today, but few people dare to offend them. 

There were tangible reasons why tax collectors were hated in Israel. First and foremost, the Jews were not at all happy about being governed by Rome. Everywhere one looked in Israel, there were Roman officials and soldiers. 

Consider what Jesus told his followers in Mark 5:41, “Whosoever shall compel thee to go a mile, go with him twain.” Many of us may not fully comprehend the effect this statement had on the listening Jews. There was a Roman law which stated that a soldier could demand any Jew to carry his heavy backpack for one mile, and refusing to comply would be severely punished. Jesus was telling the people, that instead of grudgingly complying, they should offer to carry that soldiers’ load for two miles! Don’t you think that this would open a door for a friendly conversation that could be understood as a personal testimony of gratitude to God for his goodness? The greatest commandment is to love and serve God with all our heart and strength, and Jesus said that the second is like it; to do unto others as we would have them do unto us.  

Most Jews considered Tax collectors to be traitors because they collected money from the Jews for the despised Romans. Tax collectors were often dishonest, charging more than was required and keeping the difference, or charging less in exchange for a bribe. The Jews had a term for the latter. It was called sycopant which means “fig declaration” (the Greek term Zacchaeus used in verse 8). The tax on figs was considerably less than other items of commerce. For a bribe, tax collectors would often charge for figs instead of the more valuable wares. Sycopant soon became a common Greek term for any false statement designed to deceive and/or defraud. President Trump often used the term “fake news” which has a similar meaning. In most situations today, sycopant would indicate a bribe or at least undue flattery in hopes of obtaining some personal advantage or profit. Just because many tax collectors cheat, that doesn’t give us reason to claim that all of them are didhonest. There is nothing sinful or evil, in a person seeking employment as a tax collector. 
Zacchaeus was the “chief publican” 
That means others worked under his authority. Zacchaeus Probably started out as a normal tax collector, but I think that he tried to be honest. He likely got a lot of criticism from his colleagues but the Romans were also watching. They knew that many of these tax collectors tried to get bribes from Jews and suspicioned that they would also try to cheat the Romans. 
Zacchaeus was a tax collector in Jericho, a major city situated on a primary trade route between the Mediterranean Sea and the Orient. There were many tax collectors in Jericho and Zacchaeus was their Chief. The Romans certainly had good reason to elevate Zachaeus to the position of  “Chief Publican.” Tax collectors under his authority would have hated Zacchaeus. He was despised in Jewish society and the harder he tried to do his job right, the more difficult life became among his colleagues. Zacchaeus would have had his hands full trying to keep these cheating and dishonest tax collectors in line. 

Zacchaeus was Physically Handicapped
There is a song that goes, “Don’t want no short people 'round here.” Being small of stature isn’t so bad for a girl, but boys definitely have problems when they are small. Until I was 16, I was the youngest and therefore the "runt" of my class. I was last to be chosen for sports and other guys liked to pick on me. Only in the game of marbles and matching pennies, could I hold my own. There are more debilitating handicaps, but it was definitely no fun being small. 

Short people have fewer choices in life. They can develop an inferiority complex and crawl into a corner, or they can look for a profession in which smallness of stature has an advantage. We worked in a coal mining town for a number of years and discovered that short miners had a distinct advantage. They could get into places where others couldn't and they didn't bump their heads nearly as often. A short person can also become a jockey in horse races, but possibilities start to get scarce after that. There are jobs, like sales and office work, where size shouldn't matter, but even there, being small is a definite disadvantage. Studies show that short people are seldom advanced to positions of leadership.

Some short people choose a criminal career. With weapons, even the smallest can wield power and gain respect. Many people with inferiority complexes attempt to compensate by using foul language, or drinking more beer than anyone else. People who feel inferior may seek an impressive title or drive a bigger car to gain prestige and recognition. 

Most people in Bible times were involved in common labor such as agriculture or construction, but short people could hardly compete in these occupations.

To make matters worse, the Pharisees and even the disciples were convinced that physical handicaps were usually the result of some sin or evil. 
Zacchaeus must have been one very lonely man! 
Now is the time to ask you the question that I posed in the title of this article.

Was Zacchaeus Really that bad?
Have you read anything thus far that would convince you to reply “yes”? Sunday School children who hear the story of Zacchaus are told about a “wee little man who climbed a sycamore tree in order to see Jesus. The original Greek says that it was a mullberry or fig tree, and not a sycamore tree. This is the only fault I can find so far. 
Nearly all the characters who are mentioned in this story were convinced that Zacchaus was really bad. He belonged to the class of people known as “publicans and sinners.” He was also physically handicapped. I mentioned above that the disciples believed physical disabilities were caused by sin. You can read it in John 9:2: And his disciples asked him, saying, Master, who did sin, this man, or his parents, that he was born blind? 

Luke writes in 19:2, that Zacchaus was the “chief of tax collectors and rich.” In the previous chapter, he also wrote, For it is easier for a camel to go through a needle's eye, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God. Luke 18:25  But he didn’t say it was impossible.
If the majority of believers including theologians are correct in their contention that Zacchaeus was very bad, then Jesus disobeyed his own command to the disciples in Matthew 10:5-42: When Jesus sent out his twelve disciples, he told them, And into whatsoever city or town ye shall enter, enquire who in it is worthy; and there abide till ye go thence (Matthew 10:11). If you had asked anyone in Jericho to name a worthy person, I doubt if there would have been even one who would have named Zacchaeus!. 

Matthew was one of the Lord’s disciples who accompanied him though Jericho on the way to Jerusalem. He also wrote one of the Gospels as a converted tax collector or “publican” but it is not Matthew, who gives us the story of Zacchaeus, but Luke. I must conclude that either Jesus or Luke got it wrong – or could all those theologians have missed or perhaps failed to recognize what Jesus saw in Zacchaeus?  


Jesus recognized that Zacchaeus was "worthy"
But Jesus knows our hearts and knows all about us. He came to seek and to save lost sinners. Zacchaeus was definitely a lost sinner, but he sought Jesus. Let’s place this little man under a magnifying glass and take a closer look. Perhaps we too can recognize what Jesus saw in him. 
“Publicans and sinners” was a derogatory expression like  saying “lawyers and politicians” today. Contrary to popular opinion, some lawyers and politicians are honest and try to do their jobs correctly and honestly. The same was true of some tax collectors in Jesus day. It appears from our text that Zacchaeus was one of those. He was ambitious, clever, disciplined, dependable, and in my opinion, he tried to be honest. That is probably why he had been advanced to the position of chief tax collector. The Romans trusted him. This was the case with Joseph of the Old Testament. Potipher, the Jailor and Pharaoh trusted him. It was similar with Daniel in Babylon and Nehemiah, who became the king’s cupbearer.

It would have been impossible for Zacchaeus to give half of his money to the poor and still repay those he cheated 4 times over if he had done much cheating. Note that he prefaced this statement with the little word "if." I don't think that he was being dishonest. He must have already recognized that Jesus could read his heart and thoughts.

The great effort Zacchaeus made just to see Jesus is impressive. Thieves and criminals normally avoid representatives of the law, but Zacchaeus practically made a fool of himself in front of all those spectators by climbing a tree to see Jesus. As already stated, Jesus instructed his disciples to look for “worthy” people to abide with. Jesus looked up into the tree and said, "Zacchaeus, come down, for I am coming to your house today!" In Jesus' eyes, Zacchaeus was worthy and he didn’t wait for an invitation. 

As Christians, we should be careful not to judge people by outward appearances. And we certainly shouldn't condemn them on the basis of what others say. Classifying people according to race, nationality, physical abilities, financial status, education or occupation is wrong.

In the previous chapter, Luke 18, we find the parable of a Pharisee and a tax collector who went to the temple to pray. Guess which one we will see in heaven! Jesus looks at the heart and not on outward appearances. He came to seek and to save that which is lost. That is why he had time for a Samaritan woman at the well of Jacob, for the maniac of Gadera and for the criminals who were crucified with him. He also knew the hearts of tax collectors. Jesus chose a tax collector, Matthew, to be his disciple and to write a Gospel. And Jesus invited himself to Zacchaeus’ house for dinner – and to “abide” (GR: meno) would mean spending the night. I assume that this included his twelve disciples!

We should always give people the benefit of the doubt. Two decades ago, Americans believed that all Russians were Communists and Russians were convinced that all Americans were capitalists. I know Christians who say, “All lawyers and politicians are crooks!“ or "All these people on welfare are just plain lazy!" We must be careful about such generalizations. 

Those who claim that Zacchaeus was dishonest have simply joined with the Pharisees in generalizing instead of investigating what the Bible says. 

Now for the tenth verse of Luke 19. For the Son of man is come to seek and to save that which was lost.
Winning the lost for Christ is the ultimate purpose of the church. Jesus came to seek and to save that which was lost. He sent out his disciples to harvest the lost. In Matthew 10, Jesus sent 12 disciples to the “lost sheep of the house of Israel.” In Luke 10, Jesus sent 70 more disciples “into the harvest.” The so-called “Great Comission” is found in all 4 gospels and Acts (Matthew 28:18-20; Mark 16:15-17; Luke 24:47; John 20:21 and Acts 1:8). Several of Jesus’ parables had to do with a sending. Servants were sent to invite guests to a wedding feast (Luke 14). Laborers were called and sent to work in the harvest from early morning until late afternoon (Matthew 20). Servants were entrusted with talents to invest in the kingdom (Matthew 25).


In studying the unusual circumstances surrounding the conversion of Saul of Tarsus on the Damascus Road, I have come to the conclusion that God recognized in this man a heart that was intent on serving God. He wanted more than anything else to serve God with all his heart soul, mind and body, yet he was heading full-speed in the wrong direction. He needed a rude awakening and dramatic course correction, so God struck him blind with a bolt of light! Which of the early Christians would have dreamed that Saul could get saved, let alone become a great apostle? God made him severely disabled and then sent Ananias, one whom Saul had come to arrest and perhaps kill. Ananias introduced him to Christ, prayed over him to retore his sight (Acts 9:10-18) and baptized him (Acts 22:16).

Who determines what is poverty and what is wealth? Zacchaeus may have been wealthy in the eyes of his neighbors, but in reality, he was poor. Fortunately, he recognized his destitute spiritual condition and sought the one who could fill his spiritual void. 

Two pastors of my acquaintance were walking through an Austrian park in springtime, enjoying the songs of birds. Others seemed oblivious to the lovely music. One of the pastors took a coin from his pocket and  dropped it on the sidewalk. Nearly everyone stopped and looked. The pastor conducted an impromptu street meeting! 

Zacchaeus sought Jesus
Zacchaeus heard that Jesus was coming to town and wanted to see him. He was Seeking. He went out of his way to find Jesus. He was Determined: He didn’t let anything stand in his way. He overcame obstacles and hindrances. He was Calculating. He took the time to figure out how he could best find Jesus. He was Ambitious. He ran ahead and climbed a tree. He was Obedient. He responded immediately to the words of Jesus. He was Hospitable. He invited Jesus into his home and his heart.

Luke 19:8-9  And Zacchaeus stood, and said unto the Lord; Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor; and if I have taken any thing from any man by false accusation, I restore him fourfold. And Jesus said unto him, This day is salvation come to this house, forsomuch as he also is a son of Abraham. 


Jesus sought Zacchaeus (Luke 19:10)
What Zacchaeus did and said is not so important as what Jesus said and did. "No man can come to me, except the Father which hath sent me draw him" (John 6:44). "So then it is not of him that willeth, nor of him that runneth, but of God that sheweth mercy" (Romans 9:16. 

Signs of a True Conversion 
Zacchaeus recognized that he was a sinner, repented and vowed to make things right. He took Jesus into his home and heart. There was great Joy (v.9) - and it spread to his entire household! He was obedient and prepared to serve the Lord and others. 

When I was a kid, we had neighbors that were farm laborers from the south. The father couldn’t speak two words without one of them being a swearword. He was married to his first cousin and at least two of their many children were mongoloid. My brother Tim led one of the boys to Jesus. He graduated from Bible College, earned a doctorate in Dallas Theological Seminary and eventually became head of the Church History Faculty at Dallas. And he led almost his entire family to Christ!

It would be interesting to know what became of Zacchaeus. Do you think Zacchaeus changed his job? I rather doubt it! His testimony must have influenced many. On the other hand, I wonder what ever happened to the blind beggar. He only seemed to be interested in what God could do for him. There are many professing Christians who just want to be served, helped and go to heaven when they die. They may lose their assurance of salvation and need some theologian to convince them that they can’t lose it. Thankfully there are also those who, like Saul and Zacchaeus, desire to serve God with all their heart, mind and strength.

Romans 11:33-36:
"O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! how unsearchable are his judgments, and his ways past finding out! For who hath known the mind of the Lord? or who hath been his counselor? Or who hath first given to him, and it shall be recompensed unto him again? For of him, and through him, and to him, are all things: to whom be glory for ever. Amen."

Ralph V. Harvey
* I worked several years making picture frames in the Bob Jones University Art Gallery. A frame should not detract from the painting, but rather draw our attention to it in some way. Human beings were created with the ability to make choices and form opinions. God saw that everthing he created was good – “very good” (Genesis 1:31). After man sinned, all creation came under the curse of sin. And GOD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. (Genesis 6:5). 

Man became incapable of making good and wise choices. When a person rejects the truth, what is left? God offers to forgive us our sins and reinstate us as his children with his wisdom and truth to guide us. Most people in the world today are “only evil continually”. Truth is gone and anything can be valid. What is good or bad depends on what you like or dislike. Words can change meanings as needed or desired. Even most religion is devoid of truth. There is no difference between the picture and the frame. 
8

