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Have you ever been to a parade where you couldn’t see because of the 
person standing in front of you?  I can’t say yes to this question 
because I can see the parade regardless of who’s in front of me.  In 
fact, I’m likely the guy causing other people to not be able to see.
Our text this morning features Jesus’ encounter with a man named 
Zacchaeus.  To understand the context of this account better, I want 
first to set the scene for where this event happened.  The story takes 
place near a tollbooth on the road to Jericho.  Israel is a small land with 
a level coastline and a long, level stretch along the Jordan River to the 
west.  In between, is a spine of rocky, mountainous terrain, which is 
hard to cross, and for a Jew, filled with people with whom they had a 
mutual hostility.  So, if you were going in a North / South direction, 
you had two routes, either the coastal one, or the one on the west by 
the Jordan River.  Because of the rough terrain, and threat of violence, 
Jewish travelers from Galilee would generally go out of their way, 
taking the western route through Jericho, and then up to Jerusalem.  It 
was a longer, but safer way to get to the Holy City – the place one 
went for the fullness of Jewish religious life.
Jericho was situated on the toll way from Galilee to the Dead Sea.  
Think of it as the Tri-state toll way of Israel.  As the account unfolds, 
tens of thousands of Jewish pilgrims were on the way to Jerusalem for 
the celebration of Passover.  The occupying Roman government made 
a lot of money collecting tolls from the pilgrims passing through 
Jericho.  It was the customs station for much of the country.  As you 
passed the toll booth, you were required to pay taxes on every cow, 
calf, and camel you owned.
Jesus is making his own Passover journey as he passes through Jericho.  
By now, he is famous – a star.  People knew and talked about how he 
raised Lazarus from the dead, how he healed blind Bartemaus, how he 



turned water into wine.  When the news spread that he was nearing 
Jericho, it became a virtual mob scene.  One man in the crowd is the 
one we remember today – Zacchaeus.  Zacchaeus was the overseer of 
the taxing system of this customs station.  He’s more than a toll taker – 
he’s the guy in charge of the toll takers.  Every time they took taxes, 
they added a surcharge for their tip.  Zacchaeus took part of each 
surcharge for himself and was the leading recipient of the largess of a 
corrupt system.  It was wrong at all levels, and Zacchaeus was a 
despised man.
On this day, as Jesus comes into town, Zacchaeus took a break from 
his thievery to see Jesus.  Being short, he couldn’t see over the heads of 
others on the side of the road, so he climbed a sycamore tree to have a 
good view.  Sycamore trees have lots of branches; one can imagine 
him perched out on a limb, perhaps having a snack, waiting for Jesus to 
come by.  Certainly he was alone, despised people don’t have many 
friends.  He was profoundly rich, lonely, hated – and on this day, his 
life was about to change.  He’s about to get a lot poorer and a lot richer 
at the same time.
Along came Jesus; people were shouting Hosanna!  Jesus passes under 
a tree, sees Zacchaeus and shockingly instructs him to come down out 
of the tree, and tells him that he is going to stay at his house that day.  
Zacchaeus is stunned, thinking, how did he know my name, what does 
he want with me?  But he replied, sure, come to my house, it’s the best 
one in Jericho, we’ll have a feast.
For a moment, the story goes silent.  Jesus and Zacchaeus have a 
conversation.  Jesus had reached out to Zacchaeus.  This is what he 
does – he takes the initiative.  God always makes the first move toward 
us.  When we baptize a child, that child has done nothing to arrange the 
baptism, the meeting of God’s grace to a person.  It’s God who takes 
the initiative.  That’s what happens here – in every step along this 
encounter, Jesus gets closer and closer to this man with whom no one 
else will have anything to do.  Imagine the conversation in Zacchaeus’ 
home.  No doubt over a fabulous meal, waited on by numerous 
servants, I suspect Jesus did what Jesus would do – he turned the 



conversation to Zacchaeus.  After some pleasantries, I can imagine him 
saying things like, “tell me about your life, Zacchaeus.”  “You are a 
wealthy man, how did that come about?”  I wonder if he shared a 
scripture or two with him.  Perhaps he quoted from Psalm 32:  
“Blessed is he whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are 
covered.  Blessed is the man whose sins the Lord does not count 
against him and in whose spirit there is no deceit.”  Zacchaeus at some 
point began to sense that he was in the middle of a transformation, 
maybe his response echoed that of David: “Then I acknowledged my 
sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity.  I said I will confess my 
transgressions to the Lord and you forgave the guilt of my sin.”
Maybe Jesus went right at him, lovingly, but firmly, quoting Isaiah 10: 
16, 17:  “Wash and make yourselves clean.  Take your evil deeds out 
of my sight!  Stop doing wrong, learn to do right!  Seek justice, 
encourage the oppressed.  Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the 
case of the widow.”  Jesus no doubt helped Zacchaeus to see that his 
crimes weren’t just his greed, or his complicity with the Roman 
government – they were sins against people that demanded justice and 
restitution.  Zacchaeus didn’t just need a religious experience – he 
needed a genuine conversion, a conversion of the soul, of his unethical 
practices, of his hoarding of wealth, of the whole of his being.
Zacchaeus dined in the presence of ultimate love.  When you encounter 
Jesus it is a sweet and wonderful thing, but it’s not always an easy 
conversation.  Nevertheless, the principle is the same for us as it was 
for this man in Jericho.  God is always making the first move.  By the 
Holy Spirit, God makes us receptive to belief and change.  Jesus road 
into town, with a thought about Zacchaeus on his mind, and Zacchaeus 
responded to the move by climbing a tree and going out on a limb.  
That led to an encounter of what we frequently refer to around here as 
life changing love.  The text tells us what happened.  After the 
conversation was over, Zacchaeus responded:  “Look Lord!  Here and 
now I give half my possessions to the poor, and if I had cheated 
anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount.”  Jesus 
responded:  Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, 



too, is a son of Abraham.  For the Son of Man came to seek and to 
save the lost.”
All of this happened because Jesus came into town and a guy went out 
on a limb, literally and figuratively, to see Jesus.  I like the phrase 
“going out on a limb.”  The roots of the phrase indicate that it means 
“putting yourself in a risky situation”, or “taking a wild guess at an 
answer that might not be shared by others”.  Zacchaeus took a risk in 
this story.  He had a miserable life, a life with no friends, no respect, 
and no joy.  But he was rich and he took a risk going out on that limb 
to encounter someone who just might challenge him to give some of it 
away, and who would actually change his entire life.
When I was a kid, our family had cats.  Some of them were barn cats 
that served the purpose of disposing of the mice that would gather 
around the spilled feed at the places where our horses ate.  Sometimes 
those cats would climb up in the trees near the barn and go way up in 
the branches, out onto a limb, and then would become utterly 
frightened at how high they were.  There they would just freeze, 
motionless, worried, and afraid to try to get back down.  We would try 
to coax them out of the tree but it never worked.  We learned that they 
would eventually respond to the need to get back to the ground – 
usually when they got hungry.
Laurie and I have a new cat in our house.  Our son Charles brought the 
cat home with him after he finished college.  At first, I wasn’t thrilled 
about the idea, but I’ll admit now I really like this cat.  His name is 
Satchel, and he’s an indoor cat.  I have noticed though, as he climbs 
around in our house, like on the fireplace mantel, he freezes up on 
coming down just like the cats I grew up with.  There he is, trying to 
decide if he can get down from the indoor version of the limb his 
ancestors used to crawl down from.
I’m certain a cat illustration is barely useful in describing what people 
have to do, but there are times in our life, when prompted by God, that 
we take a step and go out a limb, poised to see, do, or understand 
something better.  Maybe just coming to church today is going out on a 
limb for you.  I hope this step will be followed by more, not because 



we who often come to church think we know it all, because we 
certainly don’t, but because we have found we do meet God in this 
place and we have discovered we really need him.
Perhaps you are someone who has long been a follower of Jesus, but 
your life just isn’t going right.  Part of it is unfortunate circumstance, 
but part of it is that your response hasn’t been what it should be.  I 
would urge you to go out on a limb and take the risk of change.  
Perhaps someone is even here who feels some real remorse for an 
action or actions in their life that have injured another person.  You 
sense you’ve got to make amends for this to that person and to God.  
Go out on a limb, talk to God, and accept his challenge to make things 
right.
And no doubt there are folks among us who are already out on a limb, 
but frozen there, unable to take the next step toward God, toward 
relational health, toward forgiveness.  Take the step – you can do this.  
Perhaps someone here needs to go out on a limb and become more 
generous, more willing to use your resources for causes that count.
Whatever your situation, no matter what reason you might be out on a 
limb, or need to be, know that God has already made the first move 
toward you.  Your job, our job, is simply to respond.  Our response is 
as near as our next prayer, our next action, our next act of repentance, 
our next hope or dream.  Take the next step – you won’t regret it.


