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Introduction

The gospel of Luke has a strong focus on issues of wealth and poverty. While Jesus had a particular concern for the poor, he also knew that riches were a stumbling block for many and an obstacle to salvation. In parables Jesus discussed wealth, and how it could distract people from God or give them a false sense of security, and he instead encouraged the rich to use what they had more wisely (Lk 12:13-21; 16:1-13, 19-31). One story of a rich man is that of Zacchaeus (Lk 19: 1-10). In the previous chapter Jesus had encountered a very different rich man, a young leader who was left disappointed after being told to sell everything he had and give to the poor (Lk 18:18-30). However in Zacchaeus we see a man who did give, and was transformed. Zacchaeus has also been paired with the story of the blind beggar as “two men of faith” (Lk 18:35-43).[footnoteRef:2] Alongside wealth and faith the story of Zacchaeus covers many of the themes of Luke  - the desire to see, table-fellowship, sinners, seeking the lost, and the main theme of Luke’s gospel, salvation. And as often is the case in Luke, things turn out differently from the way the people would have expected.  [2: 	C.A. Evans,  ‘Luke (Understanding the Bible Commentary Series)’. Baker Books, 2011. p.326] 


Textual Analysis

In the first verse we are given the location that this story will take place. Jericho is around 30 kilometres from Jerusalem, and in Luke it is the last stop on Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem (Lk 9:51–19:44). This journey is explored in greater detail in Luke than other gospels, Mark and Matthew covering the same journey in only one and two chapters respectively.[footnoteRef:3] Jericho itself was a place that had strong historical significance, with it being the first city Joshua conquered (Josh 5:13-6:27) and where Elijah travelled through before his ascent to heaven (2 Kings 2), something Jesus himself would do after leaving Jericho for Jerusalem (Acts 1: 6-11). It was also a wealthy city, as it produced and exported balsam.[footnoteRef:4] In these times a wealthy city would have a wealthy tax collector[footnoteRef:5].  [3: 	Thomas Landon Galloway, The centrality of Zacchaeus in Luke's Gospel: An exegetical study of Luke 19: 1-10. (Diss. Oral Roberts University, 2011), p.35]  [4: 	Leon Morris, Luke: An introduction and Commentary.  Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1988. p. 297]  [5: 	BBC, ‘The encounters of Jesus with others’.  https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zhmhcqt/revision/4, 4 March 2022.] 


This wealthy tax collector is Zacchaeus, and the second verse introduces us to him. The name Zacchaeus means pure and innocent[footnoteRef:6] and as a tax collector this contrasts with the way he is seen in society. This is not the first time Luke uses a name to make a point, he does in the story of Lazarus (God has helped) and the rich man (Lk 16:19-31), and Simon (hearing), the Pharisee who was listening as the woman anointed Jesus’ feet with her hair (Lk 7:36-50).[footnoteRef:7] Here Zacchaeus is made pure by his salvation, and we are given our first hint of that through his name, despite him being a tax collector. Tax collectors were hated by the people and regarded as traitors because they worked for the Romans, and as such were held as sinners with whom people should have no social contact[footnoteRef:8] as they had broken Jewish religious and cultural norms.  [6: 	Blue Letter Bible Zacchaeus. https://www.blueletterbible.org/lexicon/g2195/kjv/tr/0-1/, 5 March 2022]  [7: 	James Panthalanickel, ‘Towards an Inclusive and Just Community: A Reading of the Story of 	Zacchaeus (Lk: 19.1-10) in the Context of Sub-Saharan Africa.’ African Christian Studies 32.1 	(2019): p. 5]  [8: 	BBC, The encounters of Jesus with others.] 


Zacchaeus wanted to see who Jesus was we are told in the third verse. It could be interpreted that he was simply curious about this famous rabbi, or that he had heard that Jesus had no hesitation in spending time with those outcast from society and hoped for a similar encounter. Luke often portrays Jesus’ relationship with those looked down on or outside of society – women, gentiles, the disabled and sick, and tax collectors. That Zacchaeus was seeking something more than satisfying his curiosity seems likely, as we see in subsequent verses that he is quick to answer Jesus’ call and receives it with great joy. Also curiosity is a weak motive to expose himself to the ridicule of climbing a tree (v4). Instead, it suggests he has nothing to lose, and recalls to mind the parable of the lost son, where the father lifts his robes, heedless of dignity, and runs to his son.

While I have so far focused on Zacchaeus, in the gospel it is always Jesus who is the main character and everyone else is secondary in the story. Jesus reaches out to Zacchaeus (v5) in a welcoming, unconditional manner, though he requires hospitality rather than asking for it. Hobbie claims that thus “the visit to Zacchaeus is lifted to the level of fulfilment of divine mission and testifies to the act of divine mercy toward Zacchaeus”.[footnoteRef:9] Jesus tells Zacchaeus to come down immediately. While Mark is the gospel where things often happen “immediately” [footnoteRef:10], Luke uses both “immediately” and “today” in this verse. Zacchaeus hurries down (v6), he understands that this is something that needs an immediate response.  [9: 	F.W. Hobbie, ‘Luke 19: 1–10.’ Interpretation 31.3 (1977): p287]  [10: 	M.L. Strauss, “Mark: The Gospel of the Servant-Messiah”, https://bibleproject.com/blog/mark-gospel-servant-messiah/, March 13 2022] 


The reaction from the community in verse 7 is perhaps to be expected. They have gathered to see and welcome this famous rabbi, and yet he chooses to eat at the place of the rejected sinner, and so they grumble. Grumble (or murmur (NIV), complain (NKJV)) indicates discontent more than outright anger. O’Hanlon finds that it occurs in one other place in the New Testament. As the Pharisees grumbled that Jesus ate with sinners (Lk 15:2), he told the story of the lost sheep in response.[footnoteRef:11] It seems that both the people and the Pharisees understand Jesus is a great teacher, but don’t understand why he is not following cultural norms.  [11: 	J. O'Hanlon, ‘The Story of Zacchaeus and the Lukan ethic.’ Journal for the Study of the New Testament 4.12 (1981): p3] 


Yet Zacchaeus is quick to respond to the grumbles. As a sign of repentance he offers to give half his wealth to the poor and repay four times anything he has defrauded (v8). My initial reading of it left me unimpressed, someone with great wealth giving away half is still very wealthy. Most commentators and researchers look at it much more positively, however there is debate to exactly what it means. First is whether it is a response or a defence. While the NRSV translates it as “I will” and it reads as a response to salvation, the NIV is “here and now I give” while the NKJV is simply “I give”. Fitzmyer makes the case that Zacchaeus is defending himself, prompted by the crowd to give an account of what he does regularly and vindicate himself[footnoteRef:12]. However Tannehill states that if Zacchaeus’ behaviour has not changed then “salvation coming today” in verse 9 does not follow [footnoteRef:13]. Secondly what Zacchaeus is offering is unclear. Is the other half of his wealth going to pay those he has cheated? Or is he confident that he has cheated nobody and that the offer of four fold restitution will be unclaimed? Thirdly, are two different requirements now given when we compare to the rich ruler in the previous chapter, that have lead to two different responses and outcomes? Perhaps more is required of the rich young ruler, as his stumbling block of riches could only be removed if all was taken away. It is also possible that those that took to the road to follow Jesus needed to sell all, but householders needed to keep wealth to provide hospitality. It is clear from the following verse however that Jesus sees Zacchaeus has truly repented and found salvation.  [12: 	J.A. Fitzmyer,  ‘The Gospel According to Luke (X-XXIV)’ Anchor Bible 28A; New York: Doubleday, 1985. p1220]  [13: 	Robert C. Tannehill, ‘The Story of Zacchaeus as Rhetoric: Luke 19: 1-10.’ Semeia 64 (1993): p203] 


It is not only Zacchaeus’ salvation Jesus makes clear (v9), but that he is returned to his community. Jesus’ description of Zacchaeus as a son of Abraham reinstates him fully as a Jew, in opposition to his exclusion as a sinner who lived outside the community[footnoteRef:14]. It stands out as he is the only man in the gospel to be called a son of Abraham, although previously a healed crippled women is called a daughter of Abraham (Lk 13:16). This shows an example of male-female pairing that is common in Luke, other examples including the annunciation to both Zechariah and Mary (Lk 1:46-55, 68-79), and the parable of the man with a lost sheep followed by the parable of the woman with the lost coin (Lk15:3-7, 8-10).  Zacchaeus’ return includes him as an heir to the promise of salvation and is a reminder that Israel remains the chosen people of God. [14: 	T.K. Siem, ‘The Gospel of Luke’. Searching the Scriptures – Volume 2 (1994): p738] 


The passage concludes with an assurance that Jesus has come to save the lost and that this can include anyone (v10). Luke goes out of his way to paint Zacchaeus as the complete outcast, a chief tax collector (a title that appears only here within the New Testament)[footnoteRef:15], showing that there is no sinner beyond the reach of God’s salvation. While often in Luke, Jesus is accepting of those who come to him as outcasts, in the story of Zacchaeus he actively seeks out someone lost, as he had promised through previous parables of the lost sheep, coin and son (Lk 15). [15: O'Hanlon, ‘The Story of Zacchaeus and the Lukan ethic.’ p2] 



Conclusion

In many ways it feels like there has been a building of events to the salvation of Zacchaeus. Luke recounts Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem in the previous ten chapters, during which he has told of the people’s desire to see Jesus, table-fellowship, sinners, seeking the lost, faith, riches and salvation. All of these themes are found here as Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem comes to a close. Luke has shown that through Jesus, outcasts can be included within the Kingdom, and that salvation through Jesus is open to all. 
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