
SINNERS? 
Luke 19:1-10 

 

 In Luke’s reporting of the events leading up to the crucifixion of Jesus, there were many 

teachable moments that happened in the few weeks before Jesus made His triumphant entry into 

Jerusalem.  That event would be an unmistakable declaration that He was indeed the Messiah.  

During this lead-up time, Jesus related two parables regarding prayer (the persistent widow and 

the contrast of the Pharisee and the Publican).  We can also see some contrast in Jesus’ reception 

of little children versus when He was approached by a religious young man who had 

considerable wealth and was in a position of some importance (referred to as a ruler).  He wanted 

to know how to “inherit eternal life.”  We remember the outcome of this encounter was that this 

person was trusting in his wealth and was unwilling to shift that faith to Jesus as Savior.  This 

incident led to the statement of how difficult it is for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of 

Heaven – it was like putting a camel through the eye of a needle.  The people then asked “who 

then can be saved?”  A couple of incidences were about to happen that would answer their 

question.   

 Immediately after that Jesus reminded His disciples of what was awaiting Him in 

Jerusalem.  They then continued their journey toward Jerusalem which would take them through 

the town of Jericho.  There were a lot of people traveling along the road with Jesus and His 

disciples, and as they were approaching the town, Jesus was confronted by a blind beggar who 

was loudly crying out for mercy.  (In Mark’s account, this healing occurred as Jesus left Jericho.)  

Of course, his specific request was to be healed of his blindness which Jesus did.  This incident 

was a reinforcement of the lesson of the parable of the persistent widow who would not give up 

pleading with the judge.  The blind beggar was told by the crowd to be quiet but he, in his 

desperation, did not give up.  He received healing because of his faith that was demonstrated by 

the action he took.   

 

Desperate – 19:1-4 
1
 He entered Jericho and was passing through. 

2
 And there was a man called by the name of Zacchaeus; he was a 

chief tax collector and he was rich. 
3
 Zacchaeus was trying to see who Jesus was, and was unable because of the 

crowd, for he was small in stature. 
4
 So he ran on ahead and climbed up into a sycamore tree in order to see Him, for 

He was about to pass through that way.  Luke 19:1–4 (NASB95) 

 There were already groups of people with Jesus and as they began passing through 

Jericho, word got around and the town people who had heard about Jesus were curious and want 

to see him.  Luke tells us about a particular man in that town who was like the rest in that he 

wanted to see Jesus, but, was not like most other people in that he was a despised tax collector.  

In fact, this man, Zacchaeus was the chief tax collector in the area and Luke points out that he 

was a wealthy man.   

 It is probable that Luke noted the financial condition of Zacchaeus to create a connection 

to the incident that happened in the previous town involving the rich young ruler.  Similarities 

are that both had above average wealth and both had positions of responsibility.  One obvious 

difference that we see is that the young ruler had been very careful to observe all the expected 

religious practices and observances and the chief publican had not been so careful.  Another 

implied difference is that the young ruler enjoyed acceptance in his community and Zacchaeus 

was hated because of his occupation.  We know that Zacchaeus went to where Jesus was going to 

be because of simple curiosity (an unsophisticated motive) and just want to see this well-known 

person.  The young ruler may have sought out Jesus to get confirmation that he was doing 



everything that a respectable Jew could do to be pleasing to God (an admirable motivation).   

 We are familiar with the dilemma that Zacchaeus faced because he was short and could 

not see over the crowds that were gathered also because of curiosity.  Zacchaeus could have had 

the attitude; it was not worth the hassle to get to see this Man and just have gone back to his 

office or his home.  However, Zacchaeus apparently had an intense desire and was not going to 

let other people prevent him from getting a good look at Jesus.  (At this point, we might notice 

some similarities with the persistent widow and with the desperate blind man.)  He did not let the 

fact he was a business man stand in his way to find an innovative solution to being able to see 

Jesus.  Most people in his position would have thought climbing into a sycamore tree was 

somewhat undignified or even childish.  This childish act can be related to the statement that 

Jesus had made earlier about “becoming like a little child” with regard to our faith.  Zacchaeus 

sought out Jesus with an imperfect motive (curiosity) that eventually led him to a perfect Savior.   

 Zacchaeus may have thought no one would notice him there because everyone was 

looking at Jesus.  Another possibility is that he may not have cared how much he was ridiculed if 

that was what it took to get a good look at the Rabbi to which he may have been instinctively 

drawn.  Good advice for us today is found in this quote from Alexander MacLaren “Do not be 

afraid of ridicule. It is not a test of truth; in nine cases out of ten it is the grimace of fools.” 

 

Befriended – 19:5-7 
5
 When Jesus came to the place, He looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down, for today I must 

stay at your house.” 
6
 And he hurried and came down and received Him gladly. 

7
 When they saw it, they all began to 

grumble, saying, “He has gone to be the guest of a man who is a sinner.”   Luke 19:5–7 (NASB95) 

 Everyone was looking at Jesus, but Jesus was not looking at everyone.  Of course, Jesus 

could see them all, but He “looked” at (focused His attention on) Zacchaeus.  While the obvious 

cause of why Zacchaeus looked for Jesus was curiosity, there was something else that motivated 

him to see Jesus.  Do you think Zacchaeus was a happy person who had any joy in his life?  

Probably not.  Do you think that Zacchaeus realized that something that even he could not 

identify was missing in his life?  Probably so.  This (perhaps) subconscious sense was likely 

what was the real driving force (rather than mere curiosity) that prompted him to abandon any 

pretense of dignity and climb a tree.  

 As was evident in so many cases involving encounters of various people with Jesus, He 

knew not only what they were thinking but also could discern their intent or what was really 

motivating them.  Speaking of motivation, Zacchaeus was likely the reason why Jesus chose to 

pass through Jericho on His way to Jerusalem.  Think about the parable that Jesus told about the 

lost sheep.  The shepherd went out of his way to find and rescue the one that had gone astray.  

This comparison may explain why Jesus used such a strong statement as “I must stay at your 

house.”   

 This was the only incident recorded in the four Gospel accounts that Jesus invited himself 

into someone’s home.  Zacchaeus was elated that anyone would want to come to his house and 

was especially pleased that this well-known person would disregard accepted protocols and insist 

on visiting with him.  We have to wonder if Zacchaeus (and others in the crowd) noticed that 

Jesus called Zacchaeus by name even though they had never met.  If any did notice this, then 

they should have been totally amazed.  

 Not only did Jesus notice him, Jesus knew his name! That is amazing.  It is also 

reassuring that God knows us, sees us and notices what we do.  Even, or especially, this tax 

collector whom no one else liked – he perhaps didn't even like himself – was the object of Jesus' 

specific compassion.  God knows our hearts and our desires and He responds to us when we 



want to know Him.  Many times, it is the people society rejects who are most likely to turn to 

Him.  Those who are accepted by society are not as likely to feel the need for help from God.  It 

is similar to the situation in which people who are very rich find themselves: they may believe 

that they can count on their riches and consequently, many times, do not feel a need to count on 

God or to trust in Him. 

 Here we see a picture of salvation.  A person senses a lack in his life and looks to Jesus.  

Jesus acknowledges the person and makes Himself available to come into that life.  Zacchaeus 

could have refused to have Jesus come to his home but he didn't, he gladly received Jesus.    

  While Zacchaeus was glad, there were many in the crowd who saw what was happening 

and they were not at all glad.  Luke wrote that they all grumbled that Jesus was actually going to 

set foot in the house of a notorious sinner.  Notice that their complaint was not that Zacchaeus 

was a sinful person, but they were complaining about what Jesus was doing.  Zacchaeus did what 

they expected publicans and sinners to do, but Jesus was not meeting their expectations of what a 

respectable person (especially a rabbi or teacher) would do.  

 We should certainly hope that Jesus’ close disciple didn’t grumble about this since they 

had seen similar situations when Jesus interacted with and even had meals with some of the 

deplorable people of that time.  There may have even been other publicans in the crowd who did 

not complain.  When we see the word “all” or “every” in the Scriptures it usually doesn’t mean 

“each and every individual” but can be interpreted as “some of all sorts.”    

 

Repentant – 19:8-10 
8
 Zacchaeus stopped and said to the Lord, “Behold, Lord, half of my possessions I will give to the poor, and if I have 

defrauded anyone of anything, I will give back four times as much.” 
9
 And Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has 

come to this house, because he, too, is a son of Abraham. 
10

 “For the Son of Man has come to seek and to save that 

which was lost.”  Luke 19:8–10 (NASB95) 

 There are not enough details in what follows in Luke’s account to know if this recorded 

statement of Zacchaeus was made immediately upon coming down from the tree or sometime 

during the visit of Jesus in his home.  Some translations use the verb “stood” or “stood up” 

which might indicate that the statement was made during the visit in the home.  Other 

translations use the verb “stopped” which would imply that this statement was made while they 

were on the way to Zacchaeus’ house.  The reason it may matter is the number of people who 

may have heard his declaration.  However, that may not matter since the statement was not made 

to the crowd but to Jesus.  Considering what Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount about 

giving to the poor (not letting your right hand know what the left hand is doing), we might prefer 

that this statement was made away from the crowd.   

 Was there a transformation in Zacchaeus’ life as a result of encountering Jesus?  Based 

on what he said he was going to do from that moment, we could safely conclude that something 

new had occurred in his life.  Giving half of what you have to help the poor was not in character 

with the way Zacchaeus had been.  Volunteering to make a fourfold restitution to anyone who 

may have been defrauded in collecting taxes was not what anyone would have expected of a 

publican.  This voluntary action of Zacchaeus can be contrasted with the response of the rich 

young ruler who had approached Jesus earlier.  As James wrote, “Show me your faith without 

works and by my works, I will show you my faith.”   

 The statement regarding “salvation coming to Zacchaeus’ house” can have multiple 

implications.  The indisputable fact is that Jesus is our “salvation.”  In fact, His name in Hebrew 

literally means “Jehovah is Salvation.”  From a literal sense, Salvation came into the house when 

Jesus entered it.  From a practical standpoint, salvation was available for all who would receive 



it.  We can have good confidence that Zacchaeus did receive it from the words in verse six that 

he “received Jesus gladly.”  Did all those in Zacchaeus’ household also receive this same 

salvation by faith?  We cannot know since our text does not address this question, but we know 

that the opportunity to believe was there.  This emphasizes the importance of sharing the gospel 

message with others because we know the answers to the questions Paul raised in Romans 10:14 

“How can they believe in him if they have not heard his message? How can they hear if no one 

tells them?”  The answer is the same to both questions – “they can’t!”  

 Jesus also stated the reason that allows anyone to receive salvation.  In Zacchaeus’s case, 

it was not that he had committed to share his wealth and make restitution, it was because he is a 

“son of Abraham.”  The word “son” carries a variety of meanings.  The most obvious is that 

related to a male physical birth offspring of another male.  A more subtle meaning of “son” is 

that of being “similar to” or “the same as” another person or thing.  This similarity can be related 

to appearance, character, or even actions.  Zacchaeus was definitely a physical descendant of 

Abraham through the lineage of Isaac, Jacob and Judah.  However, most of the people in the 

crowd following Jesus met that same criterion – they were Jews.  The specific “sonship” 

characteristic which set Zacchaeus apart as a “son of Abraham” was that Zacchaeus had 

responded in faith because Abraham is the father of the faithful.  As Paul wrote in Galatians 3:7, 

“Therefore, know that only those who are of faith are sons of Abraham.”  

 Jesus then stated what had happened that day was in perfect harmony with why He came 

to this world:  “To seek and to save that which was lost.”  This same statement was recorded by 

Matthew (18:11) immediately before Jesus told the parable of the “Lost Sheep.”  In Luke’s 

account of this parable, Jesus told it in response to people complaining that He would associate 

with publicans and sinners.  So, we can see that what Jesus did in deciding to go through Jericho 

and the action He took in confronting Zacchaeus was putting the message of the parable into 

real-life practice.     

 This is still the mission of the church which is the Body of Christ.  We are to be about 

this same mission in our day just as Jesus told His disciples a few hours before He was arrested, 

“I tell you the truth, anyone who believes in me will do the same works I have done, and even 

greater works, because I am going to be with the Father.”     


