2 Thessalonians 1:1-12

1Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy, To the church of the Thessalonians in God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: 2Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 3We must always give thanks to God for you, brothers and sisters, as is right, because your faith is growing abundantly, and the love of everyone of you for one another is increasing. 4Therefore we ourselves boast of you among the churches of God for your steadfastness and faith during all your persecutions and the afflictions that you are enduring. 

11To this end we always pray for you, asking that our God will make you worthy of his call and will fulfill by his power every good resolve and work of faith, 12so that the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Luke 19:1-10

19He entered Jericho and was passing through it. 2A man was there named Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was rich. 3He was trying to see who Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, because he was short in stature. 4So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore tree to see him, because he was going to pass that way. 5When Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.” 6So he hurried down and was happy to welcome him. 7All who saw it began to grumble and said, “He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.” 8Zacchaeus 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.” 9Then Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham. 10For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.” 

“Zacchaeus the Sinner, Come On Down!”
“Come on down!” Anyone who’s ever seen The Price Is Right has heard that expression at least eight times. Random members of the studio audience are called to the stage where they have the opportunity to win fabulous prizes worth thousands of dollars. Well, I don’t think the live audience was all that thrilled when Jesus told Zacchaeus to “come on down.” They didn’t exactly applaud; they didn’t exactly cheer Jesus on when he said that he would be staying at this tax agent’s house. Today we have to ask ourselves if we’re cheering Jesus on, and are we celebrating when Jesus enters the life of a sinner, or are we grumbling?
Boy, I would have liked to have been a fly on the wall of Jericho when Zacchaeus came down from that sycamore tree. Perhaps he was more frightened than embarrassed as he was in the midst of a crowd that clearly did not like him. You see, tax chiefs in those days were far worse than they are today. No one looks forward to a tax audit, but if Zacchaeus ordered you to be audited, the auditors probably came with clubs and knives, and they weren’t so interesting in examining your tax records; they just came to collect whatever they could get. To compare the modern tax official today with the tax collectors discussed in the Bible is like comparing apples to elephants. Tax collectors in Jesus’ day were really brokers who bid for the privilege of collecting taxes for Rome, and so long as they provided Rome with her share, they could extort any additional amount they could get away with. Jericho was major center of commerce, so Zacchaeus, as chief tax collector, was likely a very wealthy man. Because he was working for Rome he had some level of impunity; if you assassinated a successful tax collector you could count on Rome’s retribution. And because Zacchaeus was the chief tax collector, you didn’t want to mess with him.

But despite all his wealth and power, Zacchaeus was missing something – if he had felt content with his money and status, why would he care about seeing a man like Jesus? Was it mere curiosity? Zacchaeus was curious enough to get a jump on the crowd and climb a tree to see Jesus. I think Zacchaeus was missing something that money could not buy, and he was curious enough about Jesus to have closer look. Curiosity might have been the extent of it, but Jesus pushes the envelope. He calls Zacchaeus by name, which would have indicated to Zacchaeus that Jesus may have known something about him, and he calls Zacchaeus to “come on down,” which may have caused alarms to go off in Zacchaeus’ head (think angry mob), but then Jesus invites himself to Zacchaeus’ house for the day, which must have left Zacchaeus dumbfounded – a religious rabbi who knows Zacchaeus’ name and reputation inviting himself into his home. It’s shocking enough to cause Zacchaeus to “come on down,” and it’s gracious enough to cause Zacchaeus to promise to amend his behavior and pay restitution.  

It’s important to recognize the order of events here. Jesus let’s Zacchaeus and the crowd know that he intends to stay at Zacchaeus’ house before Zacchaeus declares his intention to compensate those he’s robbed. Jesus’ intention to go to Zacchaeus is not conditional upon any action on Zacchaeus’ part. And so it is with us: there are no preconditions for Christ to come into your heart – you don’t need to make promises ahead of time. You don’t need to give up smoking or quit lying to your spouse or anything else for Jesus to come into your life. It seems from today’s story that you don’t even have to invite him – he does a fine job inviting himself. Christ extends God’s grace unconditionally, and all we need to do is accept it.
But what does the crowd think of Jesus’ invitation? They would have preferred that he rebuke Zacchaeus, tell some parable about a greedy tax collector who ends up in sheol, where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth, not invite yourself over to this scoundrel’s house. What’s Jesus thinking? The crowd collectively grumbles and scratches its head. Jesus has once again thrown us for a loop, not in parable form but through his actions. Jesus is getting downright cozy with this sinner! Prostitutes and tax collectors are one thing, but the chief tax collector of Jericho? That’s going a bit too far. 
To say that Jesus had a knack for associating with the “wrong” people would be putting it mildly. I would guess that these weren’t the worst of people Jesus attracted, and if Jesus was here today I would guess that he would be associating with drug addicts and sex offenders and alcoholics and gang members. He would be hanging around with all sorts of “sinners.” But Jesus goes beyond simply association with these folks – Jesus actively seeks them out. He doesn’t wait for them come to his door in order to be welcomed; he comes to their door. Jesus could have ignored Zacchaeus, pretended that he didn’t see the man, and just kept walking by. Zacchaeus might have preferred it that way. The crowd would definitely have preferred it that way. 
In fact this story presents us with a rather discouraging fact about the crowd that follows Jesus; they were not much different from the Chief Priests and Elders and Pharisees, the ones Jesus so often criticizes. Like them, the crowd thought it best to avoid card-carrying sinners like Zacchaeus. They agreed with the religious authorities that some folks were too bad to bother with. Steer clear of them for your own safety. 

And this forces us to ask ourselves, “Are we also reluctant to approach the more overt sinners in our culture? Every church in America advertizes itself as being “welcoming.” It doesn’t matter who walks in the door and up those steps – Gordon smiles at them, gives them a bulletin. We pass the peace with them. But what if a known criminal came to the church? What if someone with a tarnished record in a questionable line of work came here? Would we be able to look beyond their past and offer them the same grace that Jesus offered Zacchaeus? 

Taking it one step further, would we even approach such a person outside the church and invite them into our community? Jesus doesn’t wait for the sinner to come in the door; he approaches them on the street, and not just any street – Jesus gravitates to the mean streets. And the people he greets – oh my goodness! Prostitutes? Tax collectors? Tax collector’s bosses? We might tolerate such people coming to our church, but would we approach them and invite them here? 
A monk from the fifth century named Philoxenus once wrote, "Monks ought not judge each other, because God judges us much more leniently than human beings are able to do." Most of us wouldn’t dream of going to Zacchaeus’ house, and had we been there when this event took place I don’t think we would have approved of Jesus going there either. We would at least want to see some fruits of repentance, some evidence that Zacchaeus had turned a new leaf. And we wonder why more people don’t come to church with all the expectations we place on folks when Jesus placed no expectation on any of us. Can we remember a day when we experienced God’s grace in a profound way, when we didn’t feel “good enough” to enter a church and somehow the church came to you? Jesus’ modus operandi was going out and approaching all people, especially those who felt furthest from God, who were the most ensnared in sin. 
Luke leaves this story open-ended. He doesn’t say that the crowd all cheered, and everyone went over to Zacchaeus’ house for cupcakes and coffee. He doesn’t even say if Zaccheaus followed through on his pledge to compensate his victims. In a sense, it’s up to us to finish the story. Jesus drops this in our laps. He demonstrates to us the extent of God’s grace that reaches all the way to the head of organized crime in Jericho, and a grace that can prompt a man like Zacchaeus to vow to reform his ways. But he begs the question, “Can we extend such grace to others?” Can we seek out and embrace people like Zacchaeus with a tarnished record, who may have caused us hardship? Are we gracious enough to not only welcome them but encourage them in faith? If we refuse to associate with others because of their past, if we can’t forgive him, or people like him, how can we expect them to come to our church, a church where all he receives is a cold shoulder? We are all benefactors of God’s grace. None of us deserve to have Jesus as our guest, but it’s God’s nature to invite himself in. How can we, who have received such grace deny that grace to others? We are the agents of that grace. Let’s offer it to others the way Jesus offers it to us. 
