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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Charles Spurgeon, along with his duties as a pastor and preacher, 

founded a seminary.  It is still in operation today.  Its focus was and remains 

on preaching and during the days that Spurgeon was alive he would often 

lead or sit in on classes.  When he did this, it was his habit to have the 

students preach extemporaneously.  He would give them a text and tell them 

to begin to preach right on the spot.  One day the text he selected was Luke 

19:1-10.  Spurgeon pointed to a student and told him to hold forth.  The 

young man, after a moment's reflection, said, "Zacchaeus was a little man 

and so am I.  Zacchaeus was up a tree, and so am I.  Zacchaeus followed 

Jesus' call, and so will I."  The class--and Spurgeon--broke into applause 

and, no doubt, the young man went on to do much kingdom work. 

 We find ourselves with that same text today, but, I am happy to say, I 

am not going to have to preach off the cuff.  Before we get to our lesson, 

let's review the context.  Jesus is passing through Jericho.  Earlier he had 

healed a poor blind man.  Today we will find him healing a rich, spiritually 

blind man.  That is the immediate context.  But now think back a little bit 

further.  Jesus, as you remember, had had an encounter with a rich young 

ruler.  He told the young man in effect that, if he would be saved, he would 



have to stop trusting in his wealth and trust in Christ alone.  Jesus said to 

him, "Sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have 

treasure in heaven.  Then come, follow me."  The young man couldn't bring 

himself to do it.  He loved his money and the security it represented too 

much.  So he walked away from the Lord with a sad heart.  Jesus then said to 

his disciples,  

 How hard it is for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God!  
Indeed, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than 
for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. 

These were startling words.  They were so startling, in fact, that the disciples 

then said, "Who, then can be saved?"  The Lord replied, "What is impossible 

with men is possible with God."  Well, this morning we are going to see the 

impossible happen.  We are going to see Zacchaeus go through the "eye of a 

needle" and enter the kingdom of God.  Let's look at our lesson: 

 Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through.  A man was 
there by the name of Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was 
wealthy. 

 Jericho was a rich city.  It had been beautified by Herod the Great and 

his son Archaelus, who used the city as a summer retreat.  They built a 

winter palace, theatres and a hippodrome.  They saw to it that the city was 

filled with gardens and its streets lined with trees.  It was such a pretty city 



that it was called "The Rose City," and Mark Antony gave the city to 

Cleopatra as a token of his affection.   

 It was also a rich city.  There were two reasons for this.  First of all, it 

was replete with balsam groves and the balsam tree produced a sap which 

was made into a medicinal balm that was highly prized and extremely 

expensive.  Josephus, the 1st century Jewish historian, called this balm "the 

most precious thing there is."  The second thing that made it a rich city had 

to do with its location.  It was the centre of a vast trading route and it had 

connections to Damascus, Tyre, Sidon, Caesarea, Joppa, Jerusalem and 

Egypt.  And because it was rich, it was also one of the three main tax 

collecting centres in that region, the others being in Capernaum and 

Jerusalem.   

 Now Zacchaeus was a "chief tax collector."  You can think of it this 

way.  He owned the business.  Other tax collectors--tax collectors like the 

disciple Matthew, before his conversion--were his franchisees.  They would 

collect taxes and Zacchaeus would get a cut from all they were able to 

collect.  (Extort would be a better word than collect.)  As a result of this 

business, Zacchaeus was extremely wealthy.  He was also despised.   



 Now he wasn't despised because he was wealthy.  He wasn't despised 

because people don't like to pay taxes.  The problem was, in order to collect 

taxes he had to collaborate with the occupying Roman forces.  And if that 

weren't bad enough, he was corrupt.  Not to put too fine a point on it, the tax 

collectors of that day were bully boys and thieves.  Tax collectors were put 

out of synagogues.  They were forbidden to testify in court cases.  They were 

considered beyond salvation, for by virtue of their occupation they had 

turned their backs on God's word and God's people, they had traitorously 

participated in Roman oppression, and they made money off the backs of 

their own people's misery.  And of these sinners, Zacchaeus was chief. 

 Now when Jesus passed through the town on the way to Jerusalem 

and the cross, Zacchaeus decided he wanted to see him.  In fact, he was 

determined.    

 He wanted to see who Jesus was, but being a short man he 
could not, because of the crowd.  So he ran ahead and climbed a 
sycamore-fig tree to see him, since Jesus was coming that way. 

Now why would a man like Zacchaeus want to see Jesus?  He might simply 

have been curious.  Or perhaps he had heard of the conversion of Matthew.  

Matthew had been a tax collector.  Zacchaeus probably knew him.  Palestine 

wasn't a very large place.  And tax collectors tended to hang around one 

another.  Nobody else would have anything to do with them.  And knowing 



this, he might have been moved to see one who had a soft spot in his heart 

for sinners such as him.   

 And we need to think of this as well.  It is most likely he found all his 

wealth unsatisfying.  No doubt he had everything he had ever dreamed of.  

He had everything money could buy.  But he found that it was not enough.  

Augustine wrote this to God: "You were always present, angry and merciful 

at once, strewing pangs of bitterness over all my lawless pleasures to lead 

me on to look for others unallied with pain."  Elsewhere he wrote, "Your 

goad was thrusting at my heart, giving me no peace, until the eye of my soul 

could discern you without mistake."  Here is the point: God has made us for 

eternity and for himself.  Nothing in this world will do to satisfy us because 

the things of this world just pass away.  Beloved, we can only find our true 

rest and contentment in service to the Lord Jesus.   

 Zacchaeus tried to see Jesus, but he couldn't.  He was a short man and 

the crowd was in the way.  I happen to think that the crowd that day was 

happy to impede Zacchaeus, to get in his way, to frustrate him.  They 

certainly wouldn't feel like doing him any favours.  In any event, because he 

could not see Jesus he ran on ahead of the crowd and climbed into a 

sycamore-fig tree.  The sycamore-fig tree grows to about 40 feet in height.  



It has low branches and lots of foliage and is wonderful for shade.  In any 

event, well ahead of the crowd Zacchaeus climbed the tree, hid himself 

quietly in the branches and waited to catch a glimpse of Jesus as he passed 

by.  In this way he would get a "private viewing" of Jesus and nobody would 

be the wiser.  Secreted up the tree he would also be able to keep his dignity.   

 It didn't work out that way.  Our lesson continues, "When Jesus 

reached the spot, he looked up…"  Imagine what must have been in the heart 

of Zacchaeus that moment.  He had just wanted to see Jesus pass by, but the 

Lord stopped and looked directly at him.  Looked directly at him, the chief 

tax collector--the chief sinner of Jericho.  On the night that Jesus was 

betrayed he was also denied.  You remember the scene.  It was in a 

courtyard.  Peter has been confronted by a serving girl.  Three times he 

denied he knew the Lord; he denied it on oath.  And when he denied Jesus 

the last time, he looked up and saw that Jesus was looking directly at him.  

At that Peter went out and wept bitterly.   

 So here is Zacchaeus up a tree.  He knows he is a sinner.  A thief and a 

cheat.  He knows he has betrayed his people.  He knows that there are 

reasons for his being kicked out of the synagogue.  He knows why people 

feel a natural revulsion at him and at what he has done.  And now the Lord 



looks straight at him.  What words will the Lord have to say? Zacchaeus 

must have steeled himself against words of censure, condemnation and 

judgement.  But such words did not come.  Instead Jesus said, "Zacchaeus, 

come down immediately.  I must stay at your house today." 

 Note this.  Jesus did not say, "Would you please invite me over?"  He 

did not say, "If it is convenient, may I drop by with my disciples?"  He said, 

"I must stay at your house today."  "I must."  Jesus was constrained to go to 

the home of Zacchaeus because it was for this very reason that he had left 

the glory of heaven and taken upon himself the weakness of human flesh.  

He had come to call the sinner to repentance, righteousness and new life.  He 

had come to find the sheep which had wandered astray.  He had come "to 

seek and to save what was lost," and beloved, Zacchaeus was lost.  Lost in 

sin.  Lost in misery.  Subject to condemnation and at risk of eternal 

judgement.  But though he was lost, he was about to go through the eye of a 

needle and enter the kingdom of God. 

   Those words of our Lord must have melted the little tax collector's 

heart.  He clambered down the tree immediately and welcomed the Lord 

gladly into his house.  Not everybody, however, was happy. 



 All the people saw this and began to mutter, "He has gone to be 
the guest of a 'sinner.'" 

Let me make two points about this.  First of all, these folks thought that the 

grace of God was unfair.  "How can it be that a man like Zacchaeus is 

washed and made clean?  He doesn't deserve it.  It seems as if God, if not 

quite condoning his sins, is letting them slip by."  Beloved, never give such 

thoughts room to breathe in your minds.  As soon as they pop up, strangle 

them.  Remember that grace is never deserved--not by Zacchaeus and not by 

you or me.  We deserve only judgement and condemnation for we have not 

loved God with our whole heart or loved our neighbour as ourselves.  We 

have never even come close.  And as for God's letting sin slip by?  Perish 

that thought as well, for at Calvary the Lord Jesus let the full wrath and fury 

of God's righteous indignation against our sins fall upon himself.  Zacchaeus' 

sins--every single black one of them--were paid for in full by Jesus' suffering 

and death. 

 The second point to make is this.  These people didn't want Jesus to 

go to the home of Zacchaeus.  Earlier there were disciples who didn't want 

parents to bring their children to Jesus.  There were those who tried to get 

blind Bartimaeus to be quiet and stop calling out to the Lord.  It is a dreadful 

sin to stand between a person and the Lord, trying to stop their meeting.  



God forbid that we should ever prove to be a stumbling block that keeps 

people away from the Lord.  We need to do whatever we can to encourage 

and promote such encounters.  We need to be inviting and welcoming in our 

deeds and in our words.  We need to be people of integrity, truth, gentleness, 

understanding, strength and love.  God give us grace to walk in such a way 

that we might be true witnesses of the Lord Jesus. 

 Jesus and the disciples went to Zacchaeus' house.  He welcomed them 

warmly.  And some time later--perhaps after dinner and, I think, certainly 

after prayer, Zacchaeus warmly welcomed the Lord into his heart. 

 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." 

Half of his possessions he gave away.  That was more than was called for 

according to the law.  Four-fold restoration of those he had cheated--and he 

had cheated many--was promised.  This too was more than called for under 

the law which, in such cases, only required a two-fold restoration.  Do you 

see what is happening here?  Zacchaeus just put his entire fortune on the 

line.  In the morning it would be gone.  Zacchaeus did what the rich young 

ruler could not bring himself to do.  He sold everything he had and gave it to 

the poor that he might have treasure in heaven and then he rose and followed 

Jesus.  And so Zacchaeus ended up with what wealth could not give him.  He 



was forgiven, healed and restored.  He was given an easy conscience and a 

heart of good cheer.  Replacing his passion to get was a passion to give.   

 There was joy in heaven that day over this sinner who repented.  

There was joy in the heart of the Lord too.  Jesus said,  

 Today salvation ahs come to this house, because this man, too is 
a son of Abraham.  For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what 
was lost. 

We have a mighty Saviour for mighty sinners.  To the eyes of the world 

Zacchaeus was beyond salvation.  He had turned his back on God's word and 

on God's covenant people.  He had participated in the Roman oppression of 

the Jews and had made himself a traitor to his people.  He had cherished the 

love of money in his heart and his tax cartel was the cause of much injustice 

and suffering.  But in spite of all of this, God sought him out.  God found 

him.  God brought him home again.   

 Is God seeking you?  Have you heard him say, "Come down.  I want 

to dine with you.  I want to fellowship with you."  Now you may say, "But I 

am too small to be noticed.  And if I were noticed, if Jesus were to look in 

my heart, he wouldn’t ask when he saw what was in there."  Today Jesus 

says to you, "But I do see you, little though you may be.  And I do know 

what is in your heart.  I see every sin.  I know what you have thought and 



done.  But nevertheless, I will wash you.  I will give you a new set of 

clothes, without spot or stain or blemish.  I will even give you a new heart--a 

heart that is turned away from the world and turned to me.  Trust me for your 

salvation.  That is why I have come; perhaps it is for this very reason you are 

here this morning.  There is nothing to keep you away.  Believe, repent and 

be fed and strengthened at my table."  In Christ's name.  AMEN.   


