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He entered Jericho and was passing through it. A man was there named 
Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax-collector and was rich. He was trying to see who 
Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, because he was short in 
stature. So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore tree to see him, because he was 
going to pass that way. When Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, 
‘Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.’ So he 
hurried down and was happy to welcome him. All who saw it began to grumble and 
said, ‘He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.’ Zacchaeus stood there 
and said to the Lord, ‘Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I will give to the poor; 
and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as much.’ 
Then Jesus said to him, ‘Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a 
son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.’ 

 
Because we’re trying to do more interactive things, we want to do 

something interactive related to our scripture reading. We’re going to sing 

“Zaccheus was a wee little man” together, and we’re also going to use the 

hand signals some of you learned way back in your childhood. I call your 

attention to our maestro, Jeanette: 

[THE CONGREGATION SINGS] 

Zaccheus may have been “a wee little man,” but that didn’t make him 

cute. Judea was occupied by a foreign power, the Roman Empire. Roman 

officials determined the amount of taxes the people of Judea would pay the 

occupiers, but the Romans didn’t collect the tax themselves. Instead, they 

bid tax collection out to a private contractor through a system called tax 

farming. The tax collector, who was always a local, would pay Rome the tax 
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that had been assessed on the town, then recoup that amount, (plus profit, 

interest and penalties) from his poorer neighbors. Tax collectors like 

Zaccheus were generally hated and despised by their neighbors, but 

protected by the power and authority of Rome. Any local who dared to raise 

a hand against him could be condemned to crucifixion. Rome didn’t crucify 

Roman citizens. It only crucified rebellious foreigners, like the occupied and 

oppressed people of Judea. So Zaccheus was a man who was desperately 

alone. His fellow Jews hated him. His Roman bosses despised and used him. 

He had money, of course, but if he had friends, it was because they liked his 

money and not him. He was a man alone. 

One day, Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through. That he was 

“passing through” is significant. Either Jericho or Damascus may be the 

oldest continuous city in the world, and it was filled with interesting things. 

Remember, this was the great Canaanite fortress that had fallen when Joshua 

led the Israelites into the Promised Land. There would been things to see, 

curiosities to examine—but Jesus was passing through. He was on his way 

to Jerusalem, where his mission would culminate in a cross and a tomb. He 

would have been accompanied by a band of disciples who had been with 

him since Galilee, so his passing was a kind of parade. I remember as a boy 

when NASA was based at Langley Air Force Base in my hometown of 

Hampton, Virginia, and all the original Mercury astronauts lived in the area 

(it was Lyndon Johnson who later moved them to Houston). After John 

Glenn orbited the earth, Hampton renamed Military Boulevard “Mercury 
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Boulevard,” which was one block over from our house. It was spring, 1962, 

and there was going to be a parade featuring the first three American 

astronauts in space—Alan Sheppard, Gus Grissom and John Glenn. So my 

family and I walked over to Mercury Boulevard with our neighbors, the 

McAlexanders, to see the astronauts. And there they came—each in an open-

top convertible—zipping on by, waving at the crowds on the side of the 

road—and then they were gone. We got all excited because we thought John 

Glenn specifically waved at us because John McAlexander had a little 

American flag. That was as good as it got—a wave that may have been 

directed at us and then they passed on by. So Jesus—the famous, miracle-

working Jesus who many believed was the Messiah—was passing through 

Jericho in a kind of parade, and people wanted to see him as he went by. 

Maybe he would stop and say a word, or do a miracle, or hug a small child, 

or console a grieving widow—or maybe he would just wave and pass on by, 

with his disciples keeping the onlookers away. Zaccheus, who was as short 

of stature as he was of friends, wanted to see the famous Jesus, so climbed 

up into a sycomore tree. 

The Biblical sycomore—Ficus sycomorus—is a big, strong tree that can 

grow up to 30 feet high, produces figs, and has dense, thick foliage. There 

Zaccheus was, shrouded in the leaves and the figs, as Jesus, in the midst of a 

moving, jostling crowd, passed by on the road to Jerusalem. No doubt, there 

were cheers and kids running alongside. Then Jesus stopped, looked up in 

the tree, and said, “Zaccheus, come down.” How did Jesus know who he 
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was? Who could have pointed him out? What had they said about him? It 

couldn’t have been good. 

 Jesus could have denounced him on the spot. Jesus could have rabble-

roused. Jesus could have taken this unparalleled opportunity to condemn the 

explicit systemic evil that made Zaccheus rich and impoverished Jewish 

families poorer. He could have done them all, but he didn’t. Instead, he said, 

“Zaccheus, come down. I’m staying with you tonight.” 

The crowd was not happy. Jesus was supposed to be just passing 

through, and now he declares he’s going to stay with possibly the richest, 

and certainly the most despised man in town? If the crowd was upset, 

Zaccheus was transformed. He immediately pledged to give half of what he 

owned to the poor, and to repay those he had defrauded four times over. 

That was a staggering amount. Faithful Jews tithed—i.e, they gave 1/10 of 

their income. Zaccheus offered to give half—a full 50%—of everything he 

owned. The Law required that if someone defrauded another, they had to 

make restitution for that amount, plus an additional 1/5. In offering to repay 

those he had defrauded four times over, he was making restitution at 20 

times the amount that was required. He had suddenly become excessively, 

extravagantly, prodigiously generous. And immediately the grumbling 

among his neighbors stopped. He’s doing that? That will really bless us! He 

must really be a different man. And he was. Because Jesus came into his life. 

Jesus may have been the first person Zaccheus had encountered in years who 

did not automatically despise him. Instead, he offered the grace of his 
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fellowship. Getting to know Jesus in a real and personal way still changes 

lives. How? Through you. When you make a confession of faith in Jesus 

Christ as Lord and Savior, you become part of that fellowship known as the 

Body of Christ. When your hands engage in faithful service, they have 

become the hands of Christ. When your mouth proclaims words of love and 

grace, they have become the mouths of Christ. When your arms embrace and 

console the sad and careworn, they have become the arms of Christ. Jesus 

also said something significant that we tend to overlook: “Today salvation 

has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham. For the Son of 

Man came to seek out and to save the lost.” We understand the part about 

salvation coming to the house of Zaccheus, and how Jesus came to seek out 

and save the lost. But what about that line that Zaccheus was a Son of 

Abraham? 

What Jesus did was restore Zaccheus to his place in the community. 

Remember, he was hated by his fellow Jews. Yes, he was a descendant of 

Abraham. Yes, he was part of a Covenantal Community that went back to 

Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and Moses. But he had violated the terms of 

that covenant and was effectively an outcast, a man without a place in the 

world, a cosmic orphan. Jesus restored him to his home. Zaccheus belonged 

again. It is so good to belong, to be a part of a place where we are known 

and cherished—a family, a community of friends, a church. 

 This is the first Sunday of our annual stewardship campaign, in which 

we ask our people to support the ministry of the church in the coming year 
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through their tithes and offerings. You have seen our bulletin covers and 

posters. Those are 12 members of church family, representing six 

generations. They’re a good looking group. Harry Tonemah also took my 

picture, but I didn’t make the cut [must have been the mustache]. There are 

liberals and conservatives in that picture, Democrats and Republicans. And 

none of that matters, including in this political season, because each person 

in that photo is part of that Body of Christ known as First Christian Church 

of Wichita Falls. Why should we give to First Christian? One big reason is 

because we belong. We are part of a fellowship, a community, a place that 

rejoices when we rejoice, and is sad when we are sad, and cheers when we 

succeed, and weeps when we weep, and cares when we are sick, and grieves 

when we die, and proclaims our life everlasting in Jesus Christ our Lord. A 

place that is not perfect, a place that is not the Kingdom of God, a place that 

is not heaven, but is nonetheless a place where we belong. A place where we 

know that we are not cosmic orphans, but beloved children of God. We are 

part of a family that has all the faults and flaws of even the very best of 

families—arguments and upsets and misunderstandings—but that 

nonetheless remains our family, our church, because we belong. We belong. 

As Jesus basically said to Zaccheus, “I don't care what the world thinks of 

you. I want your fellowship. I want to come into your home. I want you to 

know that you are forgiven, that you are loved, and that you belong!” 

          Amen. 
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