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A walk through the Story of Zacchaeus

In the messages of the last few weeks we’ve focused on Abraham and David. Believing God, waiting on God. 
This morning I’d like us to walk through the story of Zacchaeus, and see what it meant for him to allow God to get close to him, and what it can mean for us.
The story of Zacchaeus takes place only in the gospel of Luke. We’ll be reading Luke 19:1-10.
Luke 19:1Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through. 2A man was there by the name of Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was wealthy. 3He wanted to see who Jesus was, but because he was short he could not see over the crowd. 4So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore-fig tree to see him, since Jesus was coming that way. 5When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today.” 6So he came down at once and welcomed him gladly. 7All the people saw this and began to mutter, “He has gone to be the guest of a sinner.”8But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.”9Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. 10For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.”
Op scherm: 1 Jezus ging Jericho in en trok door de stad. 2 Er was daar een man die Zacheüs heette, een rijke hoofdtollenaar. 3 Hij wilde Jezus zien, om te weten te komen wat voor iemand het was, maar dat lukte hem niet vanwege de menigte, want hij was klein van stuk. 4 Daarom liep hij snel vooruit en klom in een vijgenboom om Jezus te kunnen zien wanneer hij voorbijkwam. 5 Toen Jezus daar langskwam, keek hij naar boven en zei: ’Zacheüs, kom vlug naar beneden, want vandaag moet ik in jouw huis verblijven.’ 6 Zacheüs kwam meteen naar beneden en ontving Jezus vol vreugde bij zich thuis. 7 Allen die dit zagen, zeiden morrend tegen elkaar:’ Hij is het huis van een zondig mens binnengegaan om onderdak te vinden voor de nacht.’ 8 Maar Zacheüs was gaan staan en zei tegen de Heer: ’Kijk, Heer, de helft van mijn bezittingen geef ik aan de armen, en als ik iemand iets heb afgeperst vergoed ik het viervoudig.’ 9 Jezus zei tegen hem: ’Vandaag is dit huis redding ten deel gevallen, want ook hij is een zoon van Abraham. 10 De Mensenzoon is gekomen om te zoeken en te redden wat verloren was.’ (Luke 19:1-10 NBV-Dutch)
Let’s look at the main elements of the story
What do we know about Jericho? I read this week that Jericho is the oldest city in the world that is still inhabited. In Jesus’ time it was a strategic crossroads, a trading center and a resort for the rich who made money there. It lies to the north of Jerusalem. At this point in Jesus’ ministry, Jesus passed down from Galilee through the city of Jericho to get to Jerusalem. On the way he would stop at Bethany to stay the night with Mary, Martha and Lazarus before going into the city of Jerusalem. 
Who are the players? First is Jesus. And Jesus is a man with one thing on his mind.  He has told his disciples three times that he is heading to Jerusalem and the cross. Jericho is the last place Jesus is passing through on his last journey into Jerusalem. This is it. 
Then there’s Zacchaeus. We’re told that Zacchaeus is a rich man and chief tax collector. Tax collectors were Jews who collected taxes for Rome from Jewish citizens. They were hated because they were corrupt—they made a lot of money as tax collectors because they usually took an extra amount on top of the taxes due—making sure that the right amount was delivered to Rome. As chief tax collector, Zach didn’t have to get his hands dirty by pressing people himself. He got the junior tax collectors under him to do the collecting. 
So Zac was not on friendly terms with most Jewish people. You might say that he was cut off from his roots, his Jewish identity. The Romans used him. His friends would have been the other outcasts in society—the other tax collectors and prostitutes. 
But Zach is also a curious guy, and when he hears that Jesus is coming through, he wants to see him. He reckons that he can’t see Jesus if he’s just part of the crowd. That’s because he’s short, and no one is ever going to make room for him, as he’s so unpopular. Not only that, but everyone’s crowding in the street to see the rabbi. Jesus usually attracted a lot of attention but this crowd might have been especially excited. Why do I think so? Luke tells us that Jesus has just done a major miracle right at the gates of the city, healing a blind man. So Imagine… shouts of amazement, maybe the formerly blind guy up front, all his friends laughing and clapping—and more people coming out of their houses to see and join in the fun. And so Zacchaeus runs ahead of the show—it’s undignified, but Zac is determined. So he finds himself a place to sit in a tree along the city road leading toward the gate of the city to Jerusalem. 
Jesus says, “Zacchaeus, come down. I must stay at your house today.” This moment is special in several ways. I mentioned that Jesus was journeying through Jericho: he has set his sights on Jerusalem and the cross. He might have pushed on to get to Lazarus’ house before evening. But we know that Jesus-- more than anything-- has set his heart on doing the Father’s will. So when Jesus sees Zach in the tree, and stops the procession, I think it’s because the Father is directing him to do this. Jesus has had a change in his plans, and the Father thinks that he should stop a while at Zach’s house: “I must stay at your house today”…
The moment is also special because Jesus calls Zacchaeus by name, and because we don’t see Jesus inviting himself to very many places. Now, Middle Eastern practice would have had such a VIP as Jesus to stay at the best house in town. And a rabbi would be expected to stay at the house of the best holy-man, not at the house of the most notorious man. Would Zacchaeus have dared to hope Jesus would come to his house? I don’t think so. That might explain why Jesus is so bold with Zacchaeus.
“Zacchaeus climbs down and welcomes him gladly.”
The text gives no details about the precise timing of the next part.
Luke tells us that people are grumbling: ‘Jesus has gone to be the guest of a sinner. ‘’
And then Zach and Jesus come and make some bold and public announcements 

Let’s talk about this text in more detail. 
Jesus goes with his disciples to stay overnight at the house of Zacchaeus. Zach is thrilled that Jesus has invited himself. Zac is leading the way, rejoicing, the text says. Never in a million years would he ever dream that this important man would want to hang out with him. That Jesus would accept him so publicly. 
We see that the people on the outside are enraged. But they keep their distance. They can’t look into the house—and indeed, they would never want to go there, as being there would ‘pollute’ them. 
But also we can’t look in. Luke doesn’t tell us any details about what Jesus says, how long the party went on, who was there. 
Sometimes, you just don’t know what Jesus is doing with someone else. If the ‘someone else’ is a person we care about, we just have to trust Jesus for them. And then we can pray, and watch for the fruit of the time spent with Jesus. What about the crowd? They didn’t care about Zacchaeus. They are just angry—mostly at Jesus! (because he did not publicly correct ‘sinner’ Zacheus) I think they are confused. It’s hard ‘not knowing’ what God is doing, especially if you’ve been hurt or you’re longing for change. It’s hard to be in a place of waiting, as Hans pointed out last week.
So, at a certain point the door opens and Zacchaeus comes out of the house—away from the time he has spent with Jesus. And Jesus is right next to him. Together they walk up to the microphone that is waiting outside the house, and Zacchaeus makes a speech that will be top story on the 8 o’clock news. “Notorious Tax collector turns around.”
So let’s imagine this. Cameras are snapping, the crowd is buzzing. Zach is standing there, with Jesus, but he’s looking only at him. He talks to Jesus. And he says LOOK, LORD, HERE AND NOW I give half of all I have to the poor, and I’m going to pay back the people I’ve cheated – by four times as much! 
Several things jump out at this moment:
First, how brave Zacchaeus is. I think that’s why he talks to Jesus. He’s taking a big step—which will change his whole life. Are all these people just going to melt, and say, “oh, how sweet…”. I’m not sure. I think it’s gonna be a tough road for him to walk. Sometimes we have to take brave steps. But Jesus promises that he will be with us, and will help us.
Second, Zacchaeus is showing that he really only wants to please Jesus. He’s not trying to please the crowds. They think he’s a villain. And truth is, he’s acted like one. And until now, he’s never shown any sign –at all-- that wants to change. But Zacchaeus is now a changed man. And it’s radical. Roman law said that if you stole from someone you had to pay back 4 times the amount, but Zac goes way beyond that requirement and says he will give half of all he possesses to the poor. 
Something powerful has clearly gone on inside his house. And it’s overflowing into Zach’s life. 
Jesus gives us a window into the house. Standing next to Zach, Jesus listens to what he says. Then Jesus steps up to the microphone—and also speaks just to Zach, perhaps with his hand proudly on Z’s shoulder. He says, “You had been lost, Zach. Today I have restored you as son of Abraham. This is what I came to do! I came to seek and restore lost people
Let’s look more deeply at this, and ask a few questions. Who is lost? Put another way: Who needs to be restored? Restored to what? 
Who’s lost? Hans said in his sermon two weeks ago that Jesus didn’t label Zacchaeus as a sinner, but saw him as a man (a valuable person). This story tells us about the identity that God gives you. The identity of sinner was given to Zacchaeus by the people standing on the outside. They had written him off because his behavior was bad. Is that how Jesus saw Zacchaeus? I don’t think so. If Jesus had seen him as hopeless, he would not have gone to so much trouble and embarrassment with Zacchaeus.  He could have simply shouted up to Z in the tree and said, ‘stop cheating, stealing and betraying.’
But Jesus saw Zac differently. ‘Lost son’ is the way Jesus saw him. Zac is a son who needs to be restored to the Father. Jesus is the older brother who goes after the prodigal here and brings him home.
Lost son becomes also a son of Abraham. It’s a restored identity. But Zacchaeus is also restored to the community. ‘He is “ALSO a son”. All the onlookers have to deal with THAT.
When we have Christ living in our heart, we also have a new identity. The new identity is a community, a family, thing.  Being restored to God, we are called to pay this forward in the family
2 cor. 5:17&18: 17Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come:a The old has gone, the new is here! 18All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation

The Church, you might say, is a collection of people who have allowed themselves to be found by Jesus and reconnected with his father. Together we are learning to live as a family, learning to trust and follow Jesus in every area of our lives.
It’s Jesus’ mission to bring you into God’s family. It’s one of the major things he did for Zach, and does for us. 
Jesus is so radical: he did what all the religious people couldn’t do for Zacchaeus. Sure, they wanted him to change, but they thought it was impossible, and so they rejected him. Did it bring Zacchaeus any closer to changing his life? 
But Jesus showed that Zach could take steps to change -- once he was reconnected with the Father. (‘not by might or by power, but through my Spirit’)
So, who all needs to be restored to the Father? We all do. 
Then we continue in him as new people in a ministry of reconciliation. 

Why did I title my sermon Mission impossible?
I have to admit that I had the title of the new movie in my head this week.
I mentioned that Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem. In the previous chapter the disciples asked Jesus, ‘Who then can be saved?’ Jesus had just said that it was very very hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. And they were shocked: Who then can be saved? ‘With God all things are possible’.
‘All things are possible’ because God has sent Jesus out to get us, the impossible ones. All we like sheep have gone astray. Mission impossible? No way: for Jesus, it’s a mission accomplished.
I’d like to share a brief story. Some of you might have met my nephew Sean, who has stayed with us for the last two weeks. He’s given me permission to tell this story. 
One day, not too long ago, Sean was thinking about his life. He’s now 23. ;-) He was remembering all of the ways he got into trouble in his teen years. And he thought, ‘wow, it’s amazing that I am here now, close to Jesus and trusting him every day. How is that even possible?’  Although he had done quite a few things he wished he had not (girls, drugs, petty crime), he could say that he never really crossed the line into anything really damaging. So he asked God how that had come about. And so God showed him right away an image that he shared with me. Sean clearly saw me praying for him as a little kid. (Can you imagine how I felt? He asked me shyly if that had been something I had done!? I told him: OH, ONLY EVERY TIME that I could get my hands on him to bless him, on visits to America…) 
Along with the image God showed him, he also heard God say something about the image: that He, God, was simply being faithful to answer the prayers of his people.
Application/ For home groups to discuss:
First, Keep on praying! God is listening to your prayers for others. We can’t see inside the house of another person, but God knows. Don’t let circumstances or other people discourage you. Remember that it’s about what HE thinks. 
Home groups: take some time to intercede together in smaller groups for people you care about.
Second, keep on spending time with your older brother Jesus in your own quiet space. Be honest with him. There is no need to hide. He will take you by the hand to restore you to him. Maybe you haven’t hurt people the way Zacchaeus did, but I’m pretty sure that there are some things Jesus could help us all with!  Keep your eyes on him.  When we are restored to the Father we are restored to all of God’s people. 
house groups: how can we as brothers and sisters help each other keep our focus on Christ? 

