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The 21st Sunday after Pentecost: Holy Trinity Church: November 3, 2019 

Proper 26: The Feast of All Saints: Luke 19: 1-10:  

We have a need. Jesus has a purpose. 

Preached 

By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham 

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

I would not call Zacchaeus a fan of Jesus, but there had to be some reason 

that he climbed up a tree to get a glimpse of him. Maybe Zacchaeus just had a 

large need. Jesus was passing through Jericho on his way to Jerusalem. A 

large crowd gathered to see him, this man who did miracles and healed 

diseases and taught with authority about the kingdom of God. This show of 

curiosity and support was just a taste of what Jesus would experience when he 

got to Jerusalem. In Jerusalem, people would line the streets and shout for joy 

and treat Jesus like visiting royalty. Such events, of course, can be 

misinterpreted. It reminds me of the story of a rookie police officer who was 

assigned to ride in a cruiser with an experienced partner. A call came over the 
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police radio telling them to disperse some people who were loitering on a 

certain street. The officers drove to the street and observed a small crowd 

standing on a corner. The rookie rolled down his window and said, “Get off 

the corner.” No one moved, so he barked again, “Get off the corner!” 

Intimidated, the group of people began to leave, casting puzzled glances in his 

direction. Proud of his first official act, the young policeman turned to his 

partner and asked, “Well, how did I do?” “Pretty good,” replied the veteran, 

“especially since this is a bus stop.” 

By now, Jesus was accustomed to having crowds follow him and stare at him 

and ask him for things. And the crowds would reach their peak when he 

entered Jerusalem. And then, within a week of his entry into Jerusalem, Jesus 

would be arrested, put on trial, tortured, and crucified. And all the crowds 

would disappear. All the fickle fans would turn against him. Even his disciples 

would leave him alone at that point. So this moment with Zacchaeus is the last 

moment of personal, face-to-face ministry we see Jesus do in Luke’s Gospel. 

So why did Jesus choose this man at this moment? What do we learn about 

God from this encounter? 

One thing we learn from Zacchaeus’ story is you never know whose suffering 

soul is looking for Jesus. Sometimes you will be surprised. Zacchaeus was a 
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despised tax collector. He was the lowest of the low in the eyes of most Jews. 

Yet there he was in a tree gazing down at God made flesh. You never know 

whose soul might be searching for Jesus.  

Let me give you an example. At the height of his worldwide fame, rock 

musician Alice Cooper’s life was out of control. He drank a bottle of whiskey a 

day. And the bottle almost destroyed his marriage to Sheryl, his wife of 25 

years. So Alice Cooper started heading off to church with Sheryl every 

Sunday, and before long he felt as if God was speaking to him. And Cooper 

made an amazing change. Now a believer, Cooper takes the opportunity to 

speak to curious fellow musicians about the change that has taken place in his 

life. “I have talked to some big stars about this, some really horrific 

characters, and you’d be surprised,” he says. “The ones that you would think 

are the farthest gone are the ones that are the most apt to listen.” That’s 

interesting, don’t you think? “The ones that you would think are the farthest 

gone are the ones that are most apt to listen.” “Farthest gone,” translates to, 

“I’ve hit rock bottom.” The most unlikely people may be searching for the 

hope only Jesus can provide. 

Zacchaeus was a chief tax collector, and he was rich. Tax collectors worked as 

representatives of the oppressive Roman government. Not only did they 
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collect taxes from Rome’s reluctant citizens, they were allowed to add a 

surcharge to each person’s tax, and they could set the surcharge as high as 

they could get away with. So tax collectors earned a reputation for being 

greedy extortionists and traitors to the Jewish people. Because of Zacchaeus’ 

profession, he was barred from attending the local synagogue. 

My dear sisters and brothers, disillusionment is God’s great gift to us because 

it forces us to notice the “God-shaped hole in your soul” that comfort and 

wealth and all other blessings simply cannot fill your soul. There’s a good 

chance that at some point in your life you will ache to know the Giver of life 

more than you ache to receive the gifts of life. I think that’s where Zacchaeus 

was at this point. You just never know whose soul is looking for Jesus.   

In our hearts and souls, we know who is looking for Jesus. You don’t have to 

guess who Jesus is looking for. Jesus is looking for you. Jesus is looking for 

me. Jesus is looking for everyone. That day Jesus was looking for Zacchaeus’ 

soul and found that lost soul up a tree. Jesus is searching for every sinner you 

can possibly imagine. Look at what Jesus says to Zacchaeus in verses 5 and 10 

in Luke’s Gospel today. In verse five, Jesus looks up into the tree and says, 

“Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.” 
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Out of all the people in the crowd that day, Zacchaeus was a flagrant sinner 

and an outcast in the Jewish community, and he’s the very person the 

Messiah, the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, MUST hang out with. Why is 

that? Jesus says right there in verse 10, “. . . for the Son of Man came to seek 

out and to save the lost.” 

In three of the four Gospels—Matthew, Mark and Luke—someone in some 

crowd raises a stink because Jesus the incarnate God, the God in the flesh, 

eats and drinks with sinners. That reveals much about God who takes upon 

flesh to reveal how much God loves us, whether sinner or saint, wants to eat 

and drink with sinners. I say, if Jesus wants to eat and drink with sinners, he 

has come to the right place. Sing us up! Jesus always meets us where we are, 

where we most need him, whether we know we need him or not. You never 

know who is looking for Jesus. Like Zacchaeus we all have a need that just 

grinds us down. Jesus has a purpose. 

When seekers meet their Savior, lives are transformed.  Zacchaeus wasn’t the 

only one who benefited from his encounter with Jesus. Listen to verses 8 

through 10:  “Zacchaeus stood there and said to the Lord, ‘Look, half of my 

possessions, Lord, I will give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of 

anything, I will pay back four times as much.” “And Jesus said to him, ‘Today 
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salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham.  For the 

Son of Man, came to seek out and to save the lost.” 

That day, salvation came to Zacchaeus’ house, but wealth and generosity and 

restoration came to many houses because of Zacchaeus’ transformed life. A 

life transformed by Jesus is never just a solitary blessing. Just imagine the joy 

of some poor citizen of Jericho who received some of Zacchaeus’ wealth and 

possessions. Imagine the delight of those who had been extorted by Zacchaeus 

now being repaid with interest. Imagine how his change of heart would inspire 

them to ask the question, “Who is this Jesus?” They had to ask, whatever 

happened to ole Zacchaeus?”    And that question opens the door to seeking 

the Savior that was seeking them in the first place, and to more transformed 

lives, and to the coming of the Kingdom of God on this earth. Such a ripple 

effect occurs when Christ comes into anyone’s life, including ours.    

My sisters and brothers, Zacchaeus had a need. Jesus had a purpose.  Jesus 

has a purpose for our lives that will not only transform our own lives, but our 

lives can and will change the lives of all those we meet. You see my sisters and 

brothers; we were made to have our needs transformed by Jesus’ purpose. I 

think if you or I were to meet Zacchaeus after he gave away half his wealth 

and repaid all his victims, he would say that he was a much richer man than 
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before he met Jesus.  Because that’s what a life transformed by Jesus looks 

like. It looks just like the limitless riches of God’s grace and God’s love and 

God’s peace. AMEN. 

 


