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Search and rescue * Luke 19:1-10 

March 25, 2018 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

I suspect that if you are familiar with the story of Zacchaeus, then most of what you know about him 

comes from this little song –  

 

Zacchaeus was a wee, little man, 

And a wee, little man was he. 

He climbed up in a sycamore tree, 

For the Lord he wanted to see. 

And as the Savior came that way, 

He looked up in the tree, 

 

Spoken: And he said,"Zaccheus, you come down from there," 

 

For I'm going to your house today. 

For I'm going to your house today. 

 

And the moral of the story is: Zacchaeus was very happy that Jesus came to his house.  The End.   

 

But is that all there is to this account?  Zacchaeus was a leprechaun – a wee little man – and he got to 

see Jesus.  

 

No.  As I spent time with Zacchaeus this week, it struck me that the issue here is not that he was a wee 

little man but that he was a big ole sinner.  If we think about Zacchaeus the way the crowd thought 

about Zacchaeus that day, then we see what an audacious thing Jesus did, extending grace to this dirty, 

rotten sinner.  Most people wouldn’t give him the time of day and yet Jesus gave him grace and dignity 

and a clean slate.   

 

And it challenges us to ask ourselves – ‘is there anyone beyond the reach of Jesus’ saving power?’  Is 

there any sinner so great that Jesus that even Jesus turns up His nose and walks the other way?  Is there 

anyone so far gone that not even Jesus can reach them?  And so should we not bother extending grace 

to them either? 

 

These are the questions that this account here in Luke prompts us to ask and I want to think about them 

here with you as we look at Zacchaeus.  Turn with me to Luke 19 – we’re at Luke 19, starting at verse 1.   

 

Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through.  He was passing through on the way to Jerusalem.  At 

this point in His life, He realized that the Cross was just days away and He is resolutely pressing on 

towards it.  After Jericho, He’ll stop in Bethany and Bethpage and then ride the donkey into Jerusalem – 

the triumphant entry that we celebrate today as Palm Sunday – but for now, He is in Jericho.   

 

Living in Jericho is a man named Zacchaeus.  Zacchaeus was a tax collector and not just that, he was a 

chief tax collector and he had made himself very rich.     
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Now tax collection worked differently in this day and age than it does now.  So rather than having the 

people collect their tax receipts at this time of year and then head down to their local H & R Block, 

governments would sub-contract tax collection out to tax farmers.  These tax farmers would bid on a 

contract to collect taxes and the winning bid was the amount of money that they would have to collect 

and then turn over to the government.  Their profits came from whatever they could make on top of 

that.  And there were no tax laws in place, and so this led to a very corrupt tax system.  These tax 

collectors would shamelessly collect from the same person, over and again, threatening to put them in 

jail if they failed to pay.  They had no moral qualms about wringing people dry to get as much money as 

they could for themselves.  In fact, the Roman emperor at this time, Tiberius, is actually quoted to have 

said about tax collection – ‘The point is to fleece the sheep, not skin them.’  And yet skin the sheep they 

did.  

 

That’s why later Jewish writers put tax collectors in the same category as thieves and murderers.  Tax 

collectors were just as bad as robbers and killers.  And Zacchaeus was one of them.  He was actually a 

CHIEF tax collector.  He’d gotten very good at lining his pockets with other peoples’ money.  And the 

people despised him for it.   

 

And what’s more, Zacchaeus had another strike against him.  First of all, nobody likes a tax collector 

because nobody LIKES paying taxes.  But second, as a tax collector, Zacchaeus – a Jew - was working for 

the Romans, who at that point were oppressing the Jews.  The Jewish people were under the boot of 

Rome and so their taxes went to build up Rome, not Jerusalem, and here Zacchaeus was, working for 

the oppressor.  So he was a thief and a traitor.   

 

But for whatever reason, Zacchaeus got it into his head that he needed to see Jesus.  The passage simply 

says ‘he wanted to see who Jesus was’ but I think it’s clear in hindsight that this was a divine 

appointment – the Holy Spirit was drawing him to Jesus.  And so Zacchaeus wanted to see Him.   

 

But he had a problem.  Zacchaeus was short.  And there were people all around Jesus.  Some of this 

crowd was probably with Jesus, waving palm branches a week later in Jerusalem, but here they are now 

and they’re blocking Zacchaeus’s line of sight.   

 

Now if you remember back to chapter 8, Jairus was able to come right up to Jesus and fall at His feet to 

ask for his daughter’s healing, but nobody’s gonna move out of the way for Zacchaeus.  So Zacchaeus 

looked around and saw a tree along the way where Jesus was walking.  It had a short trunk and wide 

sideways branches sticking off the side, so Zacchaeus scrambled up the tree to see this man Jesus.   

 

Now when the crowd reached the tree, Jesus looked up into the foliage and saw Zacchaeus standing 

there.  And He said to him: "Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today." 

(Luk 19:5 NIV). 

 

In that moment, Zacchaeus had a choice to make.  He could stay where he was – rich and yet hated – or 

he could respond to the grace that Jesus offered.  Jesus wasn’t just inviting Himself over – He was 

offering Him a life line. 
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And he took it.   

 

Zacchaeus came down at once and welcomed him gladly.   

 

The crowd though was not impressed.  They hadn’t seen what had happened in Zacchaeus’s heart.  They 

said: “You’re barking up the wrong tree here, Jesus.  Don’t you know who this is?  He is a traitor to his 

people, a swindler and thief and a sinner of the worst kind.  And you’re going to his house?” 

 

Michael Card is helpful here: 

 

“Let me state the obvious: Zacchaeus is not misunderstood. He is not the victim of circumstance. He is a 

genuinely bad man. He has chosen to work for the Romans, to bilk his own people. So successful is he at 

this job that he has risen in the ranks to become a chief tax collector. The people don’t despise him 

because they are close-minded and judgmental; they despise him because he is a slimy, good-for-

nothing thief.” 

 

I saw somebody this week revise the words of that old song to say – Zacchaeus was a wee little… mafia 

don. 

 

And yet Jesus, against the consensus of the crowd, has chosen to associate Himself with him.  He knows 

exactly who Zacchaeus and how he doesn’t deserve Jesus’ grace – and yet, that’s kind of how grace 

works, doesn’t it?  Grace is mercy extended to those who don’t deserve it.   

 

And that grace has changed Zacchaeus.  He went into the tree a servant of the almighty dollar and came 

down a servant of the almighty God.  He was ready to make amends.   

 

And he said Jesus, "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" (Luke 19:8 NIV). 

 

Like Ebeneezer Scrooge on Christmas morning, Zacchaeus suddenly realizes how his selfish actions have 

wounded other people and he wants to make amends.  “I will give half of what I have to the poor and I’ll 

use the other half to pay back the people I have cheated, many times over.”   

 

Jesus said to him, "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 what was lost” (Luke 19:9 NIV). 

 

Jesus makes it clear that something has happened in Zacchaeus’s life:  “Today, salvation has come to this 

man.  He has received the blessings of the Abrahamic covenant, salvation by faith, and been made new.” 

 

Why?  Because he deserved it?  No. 

Because he pledged to give half his money away?  No.  That just shows he’s sincere in his commitment 

to Jesus.  Then why? 
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Because the Son of Man has come to seek and save the lost. 

 

Zacchaeus has experienced salvation because Jesus came to seek and save sinners like him.  

 

And it’s a not too subtle rebuke of the crowd who stands there looking down their noses at Jesus for 

associating Himself with a *sinner.*  They just can’t believe He’d stoop to bother with sinner like 

Zacchaeus and yet that’s exactly why He’s come.   

 

He’s making His way from Jericho to Bethpage to Jerusalem to die on the Cross for sinners like 

Zacchaeus. 

 

And frankly, the crowd’s vision of itself is a little too high – they’re happy to call Zacchaeus a sinner, but 

they fail to recognize the way that THEY have ignored God and hurt others.  ALL have sinned and fallen 

short of the glory of God and yet Jesus went to the Cross to settle the account on sin so that even the 

worst of sinners could receive grace, if they would only follow Him.   

 

And that’s the point of the Zacchaeus story – no one is too lost for Jesus.  No one is beyond the reach of 

Jesus’ search and rescue mission.   

 

Certainly the crowd wanted to say that Zacchaeus was too far gone.  In chapter 7, they said the sinful 

woman who anointed Jesus’ feet was too far gone.  A week from now they’re going to say that the thief 

on the cross is too far gone.  And yet in every case, Jesus says “You’re not too lost for me.” 

 

That is the power of Jesus’ death on the Cross on our behalf.  He paid back every debt.  He paid for every 

sin.  He became sin and died, so that it would lose forever its claim on us. 

 

He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world (1 

John 2:2). 

 

Far from distancing Himself from sinners, Jesus’ very presence of earth was a search and rescue mission.  

The Son of Man came to seek and save the lost.   

 

“…Even sinners whom everyone judges to be beyond the pale of hope can find salvation through Jesus” 

(Garland, 750).   

 

There is no one beyond the reach of Jesus’ search and rescue mission.  And it IS a search and rescue 

mission.  And people who have not trusted Jesus ARE lost. 

 

But Jesus came for that very purpose – to seek and save the lost.  There is no one too lost for Jesus. 

 

But here’s the thing – they need to be willing to be found.  They need to receive the salvation that Jesus 

offers. 
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Zacchaeus is a neat case study in this – when Jesus reaches out to him with the offer of salvation, 

Zacchaeus responds.  He doesn’t say – no thanks Jesus, I like my life just the way it is.  He doesn’t say – 

‘oh that’s a nice offer and I assume it will apply to me even if I don’t make it my own - he responds to 

Jesus’ offer of salvation by receiving it and it changes his life.  Look at what he does - he confesses his 

sin, he commits to changing his behaviour and he plans to make amends for the wrong he had done – 

promising to pay back those he had cheated.   

 

No one is beyond the reach of Jesus’ search and rescue mission, but they do need to accept His offer of 

rescue.   

 

So let’s take a minute to work out the implications here.   

 

First, are you lost, or are you found?  There’s no third option.  My socks are always either LOST or they 

are FOUND – there’s no such thing as a half-lost sock.  And there’s no such thing as a half-lost sinner.  

You are found or you are lost.   

 

If you have not received Jesus’ grace, please do.  That’s the very reason He came.   

  

Now if that’s you, you’re probably thinking one of two things – and I know because I thought both of 

them before I really started to follow Jesus. 

 

So on one hand -  

1. Maybe you think you’re not lost.  You know exactly where you are.  You decide what’s right and 

wrong in your life and you do whatever you want.  You define your own morality – I’m good enough – 

someone else is worse than me.  May I point out to you that that’s where Zacchaeus was until he came 

face to face with Jesus.  And suddenly, Zacchaeus was confronted with an entirely different scale for 

morality and he realized that he’d been living according to distorted standard.  He really was lost.  And 

yet Jesus stood there offering a kind of love and acceptance that no one else had ever offered him and 

he received it.  Jesus offers you that same love and acceptance. 

 

2. But on the other hand, it may be that you’ve resisted Jesus’ grace because you know just how lost you 

are.  You’ve done some crummy stuff; you’ve got some skeletons in your closet.  Surely Jesus would 

accept a sinner like me.  If that’s you - then stop looking at yourself through the eyes of the crowd and 

see yourself through Jesus’ eyes.  He came for the express purpose of seeking and saving people you.  

He came with the express purpose of seeking even the worst of the worst, if only they will receive His 

salvation by faith.  Follow Zacchaeus’s example – in prayer, confess the wrong you have done, commit to 

stopping those behaviours and make amends for any harm you have caused.  By doing that, you are 

reaching out and Jesus’ already outstretched hand will rescue you and give you real life.   

 

Implication #2 - if you HAVE responded to Jesus’ offer of salvation, then guard against the subtle 

temptation to limit the people that Jesus can reach.  ‘There is no one too lost for Jesus,’ and yet even in 

my own heart, I can recognize a subtle, subconscious temptation to say ‘well, yeah, no one except for…  

this person and this person and this person.  They’re just too great a sinner.’  And yet, that’s exactly the 
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opposite of what Zacchaeus teaches us, isn’t it.  There is no one too lost for Jesus to find them.  There is 

no one beyond the reach of Jesus’ search and rescue mission.   

 

So knowing that, we need to extend the grace of God to them on Jesus’ behalf.  Your adulterous 

neighbour, your alcoholic relative, your corrupt boss – they are all within Jesus’ reach if they would only 

reach out their hand and take His.  Help them too.  Let them know of the salvation that Jesus offers.  

And knowing it’s Easter just around the corner, maybe they’re willing to hear it.  To that end, I had 

invitation cards made up for you – share this with a neighbour.  Bring them to Easter because I’m going 

to be talking with them about the lost parables in Luke – not like J J Abrams lost – but the lost sheep, the 

lost coin, the lost son – let me do the talking – you do the inviting and the praying.  Maybe they will 

come and meet Jesus and they won’t even need to climb a tree.  There is no one too lost for Jesus.   

 

 

 

 BENEDICTION 

2 Cor. 13:14 - The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit 

be with you all. 


