
1 
 

Zacheus 
Luke 19 vs 1-10-Zacheus Lost and Found: Who are the outcasts? 

Background 
Jewish society in the first century was one of fragmentation and Jesus comes into the midst of it 
and reaches to all the groups of people 
 
Luke’s aim in his gospel is that all can come to God irrespective of race, class etc 
 
-Luke’s gospel has the theme that Jesus has come for all people, He is the fulfillment of the Old 
Testament; John indicates at the beginning of his ministry that a change is coming and the true 
children of Abraham will rise. 
-It is not insignificant that Luke’s genealogy goes back to Adam and not just Abraham; Adam the 
Father of all people 
-Luke goes out of his way to include people groups at the time that Jesus reached out to, from tax 
collectors, to women (more than any other gospel), religious leaders and despised shepherds to name 
but a few 
-Jesus went to where people were  and no place was barred to him and he did not get offended by 
people’s response to that, He went to places the religious leaders of the day condemned and I 
wonder sometimes if we can be like that as Christians, do we avoid places? 
-Luke’s message says all can come by faith and the wider indication that Jesus has come for the whole 
world and not just the Jews- the angel said to the Shepherds that He would be the Saviour of the 
world and no one is excluded, all can come by faith. 
-Jewish society was a fragmented, divided world. There were religious extremists who excluded most 
people from their number who did not follow their strict teaching; Women were excluded from most 
public worship and they were treated in the larger world at the time as objects with no rights; tax 
collectors were ousted because they were seen as collaborators with the Roman occupation but this 
was one of the jobs an intelligent person could get to increase his social standing; shepherds were 
regarded as the lowest of the low. 
-On top of that here was a nation that believed that they were in the land for the Messiah to come 
but the reality was far from it. The temple had been re-built but not in any way like the splendor of 
Solomon’s day; they were occupied by a foreign power and had little political independence and they 
had a King descended from the line of Esau (Idumea), a shame to the people of God. 
-In the midst of this fragmentation, comes Jesus and he deliberately goes out of His way to touch base 
with everyone. A parallel for today, in the fragmented world we live in, people’s lives, families and 
relationships falling apart and growing dissatisfaction with the ruling monetary power In the same 
way. In the midst of this hurting world, we are here as Jesus, I believe to effect a change and touch 
people’s lives. 
 
Zacheus and His encounter with Jesus 
Zacheus was a chief tax collector; this was a precarious and risky profession. As chief he would not 
only take from his own collection a cut but also from other tax collectors and this is how they became 
so rich. It is unsure if they were ever paid for collecting tax or if they were expected to take extra for 
themselves. But Zacheus was rich. 
 
Jericho is located in the Jordan valley, an area where most of the leading religious leaders and priests 
lived. It had the highest concentration of Priests. 
 
Zacheus had been caught up in the world system imposed by the Romans and had turned corrupt in 
2 ways: 

 He worked for the occupying force  

 He took advantage of the world system and was defrauding his own people for his own ends 
 

As a result of this Zacheus was despised by the religious people and therefore the whole of society; 
Remember Zacheus was a Jew not a despised gentile Samaritan or Roman yet he was marginalised by 
his own people. 
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Zacheus climbed a sycamore tree- original translation of the name ‘sycomore’ which was a fig tree or 
mulberry tree, abundant on the lowland of Judea, in the Jordan valley, grew 25-50 feet high, 60 feet 
wide, often planted by the wayside on account of its grateful shade; therefore no one could see 
Zacheus in the tree as it had big heart shaped leaves; people rarely look up. They were often planted 
as markers on a journey, symbolic of where Zacheus was in his journey, this was his time. 
 
Jesus made a deliberate effort of intent to see Zacheus and noticed him- He said 'I must come to 
your house ...' 
 
Zacheus comes down from the tree in the original language it says he came down, ‘gladly’ or 
‘rejoicing’ that he had been noticed; an indication that others had such scorn for him and that he was 
on the search for Jesus. What does this say about the state of Zacheus’ heart and life? 
 
Zacheus we are told stopped physically and this was a reflection of what was going on in his heart-he 
stopped the path he was on and turned from what he was doing; true repentance. 
 
Zacheus had a change of heart after the meeting with Jesus; he had an encounter. God rewards those 
who seek Him with their whole heart (Jeremiah 29v13). He responds to the cry of faith as it is faith 
that pleases Him for Abraham he believed God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness and that 
is why Jesus called Zacheus a son of Abraham as he had come to know God by faith (19v9). For the 
religious leaders connection with and pleasing God was all about the strict observance of the law. 
The law had become their God and they missed out on the lawgiver. We can do the same with the 
bible, we can elevate the bible but miss the person of the word, the living word Jesus. 
 
Zacheus makes amends, he gives back four times as much as what he has taken from people, more 
than the law required. I don’t think Jesus needed to tell him to do this, he knew he had done wrong. 
There are too many people out there keen to tell others their faults, when we know what they are, 
we don’t have to be told or reminded of them. 
 
Jesus was accused of mixing with sinners (19v7) Jesus said He came for sinners not the righteous and 
although Jesus reached out to all people he would find it hard to penetrate religious leaders hearts if 
they still believed they were right. If we believe we are right and have it all worked out, and judge 
others because they don’t see our point of view we are potentially on dangerous ground; if we truly 
knew ourselves we would truly know our need of God. ‘If we have to get things right for God to 
bless me, then we may as well clear out now.’ 
A chance encounter or divine appointment? The passage says Jesus was passing through, nothing is 
an accident in God’s plans 
 

Some applications 

Jesus notices people and we can’t hide from Him: 

Do we notice people? Jesus noticed Zacheus, he bothered to look up, which people rarely do. Jesus 
noticed the children, he noticed the woman whose faith healed her in a busy crowd, He noticed a 
woman who risked ridicule and washed His feet, Jesus notices people and raises them to a place of 
honour and that is what He does for us. Do we notice others or are we wrapped up so much in our 
own stuff that we miss others? 
 
Do we hide from others? Zacheus hid in the tree where no-one could see him but he could look out. 
He was so despised and small too that he could not risk reactions from people and he perhaps hid in 
fear. We can’t hide from Jesus because He sees us wherever we are. 
 
Sharing weaknesses-Do we hide ourselves from others, scared to show how vulnerable are we to 
each other about our weaknesses and struggles? If we trust people, we may be betrayed by them, 
finding out they have spoken about us behind our backs and broken our confidence. This can hurt us 
so much we have difficulty trusting people ever again. However, it is always a risk, we will be let down 
but I would rather be open and speak up, than not.   
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Church needs to be a safe supporting community where we can be our true selves without fear of 
being judged and despised. 
 
There is an unwritten rule used in most Churches that we are meant to have our lives sorted out 
and have to present a perfect image; that puts people off and they see the pretence. We are people 
in a process and the world needs to see that. New people coming into the culture of our Churches can 
feel quite condemned if there is an expectation to be perfect, they can withdraw and hide their 
struggles and don’t feel safe and think no one else has problems but them. That is not living 
authentically.  
 

Jesus brings change 

Zacheus stopped, this indicated a change of life and attitude. What changed Zacheus was an 
encounter with Jesus and not because Jesus pointed out his faults.  
 
Where are you with Jesus? He wants to enable a change in you. He is the only person who can bring 
change in our lives and we need to have a personal encounter with Him and change can come.  
 
Our only answer to people’s disbelief of Jesus is the personal encounter we know we have with 
Him.  I do believe we have to be apologetic about our faith and use reason sometimes but that will 
not bring the change, it is the encounter with Jesus which is the key.  
 
Needing a change in your life? Meeting with Jesus is the only thing that can bring it, it is not found in 
anyone or anything else. 

 

Jesus does not condemn 

Jesus did not condemn Zacheus or looked ‘down his nose’ or judge him; he accepted him for who 
he was. The attitude of religious leaders at the time was always to jump on anything that was not in 
strict keeping with their view of things and that is why there were so many people who were 
excluded. Zacheus had been sidelined and marginalised.  People can be the same in the Church; it is 
commonly known as ‘big brother syndrome.’ (see Luke 15  and the story of the two sons). 
 
Becoming excluded: Ever been part of a group to discover everyone else has been talking about you 
behind their backs? I am talking here not only about how we may have been treated in the world but 
by the Church. This is how Zacheus felt and whatever we think about his life choices he was 
marginalised because of the condemnation he received from others. 
 
We can also be made outcasts by others in the Church by people who do not approve of our choices, 
what we say or presume something about us. Fear and ignorance can be barrier to the way we 
respond to others who are different to us, may have different cultural expressions or others who may 
have a different point of view. 
 
Holding grudges-Some would never let Zacheus forget his mistakes. People can feel outcasted by 
other Christians if they have done wrong but are constantly reminded of their mistakes; this is 
something Jesus never does; He chooses to have no memory of our sin. How quick are we to give 
people another chance? Or do we hold it against them for years, making sure they never forget it? 
Our ability to forgive can be indicative of how we view God’s forgiveness of us. 
 
Allowing People to have a go or Cutting People Down-Do we allow people to have a go and make 
mistakes or are we too quick to judge them before they get started? How do we view our young 
people who have a heart for God and want to have a go at preaching? Are we quick to judge and 
criticise anyone who has a go?  
 
We are not here to judge, condemn or bring down but we are encouraged to build up and raise 
people up to a place of honour. There can be an underlying jealousy, we can’t stand one person 
appearing better than us, yet we are told by Paul that we should in honour prefer each other 
(Romans 12).  
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Psalm 109v30-31: 'With my mouth I will give thanks abundantly to the Lord; and in the 
midst  of many I will praise Him. For He stands at the right hand of the needy to save him 
from those who judge his soul.' 
 

No-one is beyond the reach of Jesus 

Jesus was accused of mixing with sinners and that is why He came and we can do no less. Jesus 
made the first move. He threw all convention away and met with an outcast. Jesus taught us by his 
life and teaching that we are to give ourselves away for others if it means they will get in the 
Kingdom. Jesus was not put off by the reaction from others being with a despised man of the 
community. Remember that Zacheus was not a gentile he was an out casted Jew. Someone else we 
know came to His own people and they did not recognise Him (John 1v11). Jesus is the ultimate 
example of a true outcast.  
 
People who say that they are too bad and not good enough for God to love them. If you are trying to 
give the impression you are good enough, Jesus is not impressed; none of us are good enough in 
ourselves. He is more inclined to draw near to people who are repentant and have a true knowledge 
of themselves. He resists the proud and gives grace to the humble (1 Peter 5). Jesus came for the ones 
who the world saw as unlovely, including child abusers and murderers. 
 
Christians are struggling with life issues today and we are in the Church. How do we respond to these 
people? They/we can be made to feel excluded.  
Specific people groups: 
Christians with same-sex attractions: How have Christians responded to the gay marriage debate? 
We need to stand up for God’s truth but we also need to be kind and not condemn people outright. 
Some judge people who have these issues and conclude they are heading for hell (whatever that is?) 
and might have demons. People I know who struggle with these issues and are Christians in a huge 
battle but for most it is not a choice. 
Mental Illness: What assumptions do we make about people who are ‘depressed’?  
 
 
 
 


