Forgiven

Luke 19:1-10

Key Verse: 19:10

“For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.”

We all want to belong to something.  It’s the reason why we create clubs, form groups, and connect with people through social networks.  But even in these groups and clubs and networks, we don’t really feel like we belong.  We want to belong, but many times we have to act fake and not reveal too much about the real us, especially online.  We feel like people won’t like the real us because we are ashamed of who we are and what we’ve done in the past.  It drives us nuts and in essence, we feel lost.   In today’s passage, Jesus says, “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” (10) This is actually one of the key verses in Luke’s Gospel.  It is one of the main points throughout the entire book and it is very important that we come to understand this.  Jesus coming to save the lost is a concept that we are all familiar with, but really who are these lost people?  If we look throughout the book we see that the lost seem to be people filled with demons, the sick, the blind, the poor, the needy, the prostitutes, and all the ugly people.  They were lost and away from God, but Jesus came for those.  In this passage, we see a different sort of person that Jesus came to save, someone who we can relate to more than a demon-possessed man, and that helps us to see that there is hope for us to find a place where we really belong.

The passage starts out with “Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through.” (1) As we’ve been noticing for some time, Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem to finish his part on earth and bring the fullness of salvation to everyone.  At the end of the last passage, he was approaching Jericho, but with this passage, Jesus entered the town.  Jericho was a bigger town than the villages that Jesus normally visited.  It was a city rich with history and is widely considered the oldest still inhabited city in the world.  In this town lived a man named Zacchaeus.  Luke records that he was a chief tax collector.  The tax collectors were a very reviled group of people.  They tended to be Jews who collected money from the Jews for the Romans.  They didn’t work for the Romans; the Romans outsourced their tax collection duties to the local Jews.  These tax collectors weren’t forced into duty, they just responded to the job board.  These Jewish tax collectors willingly took money from their friends and family and gave it to the occupying Romans.  The Jews felt betrayed by the tax collectors.  How could any upright Jew work for those who want to wipe out Jewish beliefs?  The tax collectors were viewed as traitors and were shunned by society.  On the other hand, it was a way to make money.  The Romans didn’t pay their tax collectors.  It was understood that the collectors would charge more than what the Romans required so that they could pay for their expenses.  But this led to a lot of abuse and tax collector income was considered to be illegally obtained.  

However, the point is that the Jews really hated the tax collectors.  They were considered to be the worst of sinners and cast out of society.  Those were regular tax collectors, but the Bible mentions that Zacchaeus was a chief tax collector.  This is the only place in the Bible where the profession of chief tax collector is mentioned.  He was like a regional manager for the tax collectors, overseeing the area around Jericho.  Whereas the tax collectors collected from the people, Zacchaeus collected from the tax collectors.  Everybody hated him.  The people hated any tax collector because they extorted money from the people and the other tax collectors hated Zacchaeus because he extorted money from them.  Everywhere he went there were people that hated him.  He couldn’t go to restaurants because people would spit in his food all the time, and who knows how many times someone put a flaming bag of dog poo on his doorstep or had his house tp’ed?  I mean, even babies cried at the sound of his name.  He was that hated.  If tax collectors were outcasts, then Zacchaeus was the outcast of the outcasts and the worst of the worst.

On top of that, the passage says that Zacchaeus was wealthy.  That seems like an obvious thing to say, but Luke plainly puts it out there.  Zacchaeus was probably the wealthiest guy in town with a big estate and everything.  This was the last guy anyone wanted to help. Plus, using Jesus’ own words, Zacchaeus was a rich guy and it’s easier for a camel to go through the eye of the needle than for him to get into the kingdom of God.  Let’s just end the story now.  There is obviously no hope for him.  He was a really bad man, no one liked him, and he was rich and Jesus said that it is impossible for a rich man to enter heaven.  Have you ever felt that it was just too late for you?  Or do you know someone who feels that their sins are so great that there is no hope for them?  My sister has joked about how surprised she was when a Bible did not burst in to flames when put into her hands.  She views herself as so far-gone that even the word of God would be destroyed, and Zacchaeus is just as worse for the wear.

The story looks like it is over, but it doesn’t stop there.  “He wanted to see who Jesus was, but being a short man he could not, because of the crowd.” (3) For all the hopelessness of his condition, Zacchaeus still wanted to see who Jesus was, but there was a crowd.  He had an interest to see Jesus, but the people around him wouldn’t let him see.  Plus, he couldn’t look over their heads because it says that Zacchaeus was a short man.  I don’t know, but for some reason I picture the actor Danny DeVito.  You know, the guy who played opposite Schwarzenegger in Twins and was the Penguin in Batman Returns.  He’s like five feet tall and bald on top.  At any rate, Zacchaeus couldn’t see, but he really wanted to.  He saw a tree on the road ahead and decided to climb up.  “So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore-fig tree to see him, since Jesus was coming that way.” (4)

At this point we might be tempted to look a Zacchaeus and wonder what was going through his head at this time.  There are two main thoughts.  One thought that we have heard a number of times was that Zacchaeus really wanted to see Jesus because deep down, he wanted to be changed.  He hated his life, and he heard about Jesus and how he spent time with other tax collectors and his heart was moved.  Because of this, Zacchaeus did everything he could and showed great faith by climbing that tree.  If you look at the passage, you see some evidence of it, but that evidence could also support another meaning.  We also know that people do crazy things just to see celebrities.  There was a great ruckus after Jesus healed the blind man and Zacchaeus could have just been really curious to see what was going on.  The passage doesn’t say that he wanted to meet Jesus, but to see Jesus.  But again, the passage is ambiguous about the meaning and that’s because the meaning of why Zacchaeus went up the tree is not important.  The focus of the passage is not on the tax collector, but on Jesus.

So Jesus was planning to just go through the town, but “When Jesus reached the spot, he looked up and said to him, ‘Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today.’” (5) Jesus came to the exact spot where the little man in nice clothes was sitting in a tree and stopped.  It must have been an odd sight, but the strangeness of the sight is not why Jesus stopped.  Jesus had something to say, “Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today.”  Jesus told the tax collector to come down from the tree and that he must stay at his house.  It was very much an unexpected invitation.  The holiest of holies had to be the guest of the vilest of the vile.  Again, this goes back to the fact that Jesus came to seek and to save what was lost and Zacchaeus was lost.  He was despised and rejected by men, but Jesus welcomed him by inviting himself to Zacchaeus’ house.  It was kind of like your professor making an extra effort to help you when you were doing poorly in class.  Why does your professor take the time to help the worst student in the class?  He should be spending his time with the honor students, but instead he helps you.

Now, Zacchaeus was honored to have a man with Jesus’ stature come to his house.  He immediately jumped down from the tree and welcomed Jesus into his home gladly (6).  He was so happy.  Someone actually took an interest in his life, but he wasn’t just someone; he was the Son of God.  I am certain that Zacchaeus knew how big of a sinner he was.  He saw it everyday in the glances of the people and heard it as they muttered under their breath.  I don’t think that he had any illusions about his wickedness like the Pharisees did.  I am also certain that Zacchaeus could see the greatness of Jesus…that he was the Son of God.  When this knowledge is put together, there are two reactions.  One is to be afraid because of your sinfulness, like Peter was after the catch of fish.  Peter said, “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!” (Luke 5:8) The other is to overflow with thankfulness because of the invitation, like Zacchaeus did.

When the people saw this, they weren’t exactly praising God like they did when Jesus healed the blind man just outside the town.  There were no Praise-the-Lord’s or Hallelujahs.  Instead, “All the people saw this and began to mutter, ‘He has gone to be the guest of a “sinner.”’ (7) Like I said, nobody liked Zacchaeus.  The passage says that all the people began to mutter.  I mean, how could a great teacher and prophet from God spend his time with that guy?  If you what people would write about him on their blogs, you would read how he likes to light dogs on fire.  And you know how everything on the internet is true.  He’s not a good guy, and if Jesus is associating with him, then Jesus can’t be much of a man from God, can he?

Usually, when muttering like this is going on, Jesus addresses the people who are muttering, but this time Zacchaeus speaks first.  “But 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.’” (8) In response to the muttering, the tax collector showed his changed heart.  He knew that his joy was not enough to show the change that happened inside of him.  Zacchaeus caused a lot of pain, as he was chief tax collector.  He couldn’t just accept that he was forgiven and completely forget about his past life of sin.  Sometimes we would like to do that – just forget all the bad things we did – but Zacchaeus had to do everything in his power to reconcile himself with the people around him before he could accept Jesus’ forgiveness fully.  To do this, he decided to give away half his wealth to the poor.  That’s huge amount.  I don’t think any of us could part with half of our wealth, but Zacchaeus did.  On top of that, Zacchaeus recognized that if he had cheated people, he owed it to them to pay them back.  The harshest form of Jewish law states that restitution for theft would be four times the amount stolen.  Zacchaeus put it on himself to pay the harshest penalty of the law for his sins.  This was a true and full repentance from a man who had truly changed and it wasn’t forced or coerced.  Zacchaeus’ repentance came in response to Jesus’ grace on his life.  And we can see that change through Jesus’ words, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham.” (9) The rich, short man was saved, and as a son of Abraham, he had eternal life.

Just two passages ago, Jesus stated that it was downright impossible for a rich man to do anything to gain eternal life, but here is this short, rich man that was now saved.  In a very short period of time, Jesus met two different rich men and with two different outcomes.  The rich ruler from two weeks ago came to Jesus sincerely wanting to know how to gain eternal life.  On the other hand, Zacchaeus came to Jesus just wanting to see him.  The ruler lived an exemplary life; he kept all the relational commandments and he was a great guy to be around.  Conversely, the tax collector lived a publicly sinful life extorting money from people and nobody even liked him.  Jesus asked the ruler to sell all he had and went away sad.  However, Jesus invited himself into Zacchaeus’ house, he joyfully welcomed Jesus and gave away more than half of his possessions.  In both cases, Jesus did not force either man to accept his way.  Jesus came to seek and to save the lost, but the lost have to accept the one seeking them.  The ruler did not accept Jesus but Zacchaeus did.

Jesus, first, accepted Zacchaeus and Zacchaeus responded in kind.  It was Jesus who went through Jericho.  And it was Jesus who stopped at the tree and invited himself to the tax collector’s house showing that he had forgiven the tax collector of his sins.  Jesus doesn’t say that Zacchaeus was forgiven, but by accepting him and saying that he must stay at his house, Zacchaeus was forgiven.  The man didn’t belong anywhere.  He was the worst person in the entire town, but at this point, he belonged to Jesus.  The worst person in the whole town was forgiven and now belonged to God.  If that is the case, then there is hope for everyone.

How many times do we not feel like we belong somewhere?  How many people here don’t feel like they belong to this group, at least sometime?  There are many times in our lives where we don’t feel like we belong.  Sometimes our actions or circumstances keep us from feeling like we are a part of a group.  We are filled with guilt for our sins and feel like we’re falling behind all the rest of the people.  We know what we’ve been and we think that if people found out we would be ostracized and ridiculed.  We are filled with shame for all that we have done or thought and can’t look at others in the eyes.  Our weaknesses bring us to tears and we feel like we are lost and directionless.

Have any of you felt like that this week or this month?  I know that I have.  I haven’t told many people this and I’m not sure you’ll believe me, but I am a really insecure man when it comes to making decisions.  It’s hard to believe, right?  I seem very confident when I talk, sometimes belligerently so, but it is a mask that I learned to wear.  I only appear confident when I reach a certain emotional state and I become sharp and rude.  When the emotion wears off, I’m often left shaky and broken, second guessing everything that I said.  I don’t feel like I belong anywhere.  I feel so different from nearly everyone.  At the in-law’s, I don’t speak the language.  On my side of the family, I am such an abnormality that my aunts, uncles, and cousins don’t know how to talk to me.  Even here, the way I think seems vastly different from everyone else, and I can’t help but feel inferior, because I wonder if the way I think is wrong.

I don’t know if you experience anything like this, but if you do, there is hope.  Jesus came to Zacchaeus, to the most lost person in Jericho and brought him into God’s family.  If he did that, then there is hope for us, too.  We are a treasure in Jesus’ eyes.  We are so important to Jesus that he doesn’t just want to stay with us; according to his words, he must stay with us.  The almighty God must stay with us.  It is a strong desire on Jesus’ part.  If we feel like we are lost and broken and don’t belong anywhere, remember that Jesus seeks you, saves you and brings you into his kingdom.  You are forgiven because you are reconciled with God and reconciliation can only happen because Jesus forgave you.  For me, I can find solace in knowing that my insecurities can turn into confidence because of Jesus’ saving grace.  1 John 5:13 says, “I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life.”  Because of Jesus, we have eternal life.  And with eternal life, what is there for me to be insecure about?  I have everything that I need; my iniquities are nothing and it is a burden that I don’t have to think about.  

Like Zacchaeus, we don’t have to carry the weight of who we are.  When Jesus invited himself into Zacchaeus’ house, the burden of his sins and insecurities were lifted because he was forgiven and accepted into God’s family.  That family is an impossible one.  If you even look at Jesus’ disciples, they were a group that would not function very well in the world.  There was a tax collector and a Zealot in the same group.  One made his living from the Romans and the other violently opposed the Romans.  However, in Christ, they were forgiven and able to work together.  They found their identity in Jesus; they belonged to him.  Then, when you feel like you don’t belong anywhere, remember that in Jesus’ arms you know who you are.  You are forgiven and Christ has called you to belong to him in God’s kingdom.  “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” (10) It is so beautiful and uplifting to feel that we really belong with Jesus and we should be so happy when he invites himself into our lives.
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