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Sermon for October 30, 2022—“Unexpected God” 
31st Sunday in Ordinary Time, Reformation Sunday, Year C—Texts: Rom. 3:21-26; Lk. 19:1-10 

I don’t know, if I’ve ever preached on Zaccheus before. I probably have, but it’s been so long, that 

I’ve simply forgotten when. In any case, I was excited about preaching on this text. That’s right, I 

sometimes get excited about preaching. 

It’s one of those stories—like that of Jonah, David and Goliath—that we think we know, but of 

course, there’s always more to it than we realize, or remember. As I read, and re-read the story, it 

occurred to me  that we tend to misinterpret this story as a repentance story. Perhaps we learned it 

way back in our Sunday School, or Vacation Bible School days, and never gave much thought to 

it after that. In thinking about this I wondered: How far are we willing to go to protect a flawed 

idea? Or to overlook a mistaken assumption? Or to keep intact a broken theory? When it comes to 

some of our cherished theologies, apparently many of us are willing to go pretty far. 

In the story of Zacchaeus, we often read the events as follows: Jesus seeks out Zacchaeus, a 

notorious chief tax collector; Zacchaeus, overwhelmed by the presence of Jesus, repents of his sin  

and promises he will make amends; acknowledging Zacchaeus’ repentance, Jesus declares that 

salvation has come to this house. But there’s one small problem with this interpretation. Neither 

Jesus nor Zacchaeus say anything about sin or repentance. Only the crowd does. When Jesus 

decides to go to Zacchaeus’ house, they grumble, upset by Jesus’ choice of companion, a recurring 

theme in Luke’s gospel, and call Zacchaeus a sinner, which prompts Zacchaeus’ protest.  

Indeed, it’s important to note that Zacchaeus doesn’t actually make a promise to give half his 

possessions to the poor or repay anyone he has defrauded in the future. He says he is already doing 

that, a claim he probably makes in light of the crowd accusing him of being a sinner. The verb 

tense in Greek is present, you see, not future. So it’s not “I will give” and “I will pay back,” but 

rather, “I give half my money to the poor” and “I repay.” As in now, already, this is my current 

practice. 

The key to this story is not sin and forgiveness, but sight. Zacchaeus wants to see Jesus. Because 

he’s short, he can’t, so he climbs a tree to be able to. When Jesus come his way, Jesus looks up 

and sees him  and invites himself to Zacchaeus’ house. Why? Because he has seen Zacchaeus. 

Really seen him, when so many in the crowd despise and would ignore him.  

It’s important to note that Of all the evangelists, Luke is the one most sensitive to issues of money. 

Unfortunately, he doesn’t offer us neat theological categories. In the first century it was fairly 

common to assume that wealth was inherently good and a sign of God’s blessing, but Jesus 

undermines that notion when he said that it’s very difficult for a rich person to enter the kingdom 

of God. In our time, it’s easy—especially for church leaders to act as if wealth is bad—except, of 

course, when given to the Church. Yet in this story, Jesus declares that Zacchaeus, this wealthy 

chief tax collector despised by his neighbors, is also a child of Abraham, beloved of God, and a 

recipient of God’s salvation.  

In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus doesn’t care so much about wealth as about what we do with it, and 

Zacchaeus does good things. Even more, however, Jesus cares about those who are on the edge, 

the fringes of society. Throughout Luke’s Gospel, Jesus encounters those who society has declared 

unfit and wants to ignore—and he sees them, recognizes them, seeks them out, spends time with 

them, and in all these ways honors and blesses them.  
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And this is not what those around Jesus expect him to do. Indeed, it’s not what any self-respecting 

messiah should do. God, after all, has standards, doesn’t he? And hey, if God isn’t going to stick 

to those standards and punish sinners, and reward the righteous, then what can we count on?  

I mean, c’mon, how can God just forgive sin? Seriously, he could at least follow the traditional 

interpretation of this passage? Shouldn’t God’s forgiveness at least be preceded by genuine 

repentance? If God is holy and just, after all, then sin should be punished, right? Or at least 

repented? Isn’t that how it works? I mean, absent that, we might take advantage of God and make 

a mockery of God’s justice. Yet the God we encounter in Jesus doesn’t care about our sense of 

justice, or fairness, or any of the other ways we seek to order our world. The only thing this God 

cares about is seeing—and seeking out—the lost and bringing them home again.  

God’s love routinely trumps justice and God’s compassion overrides all of our sense of fairness. 

Which can be rather upsetting, whether to the crowds of Zacchaeus’ day or to us. Until, that is, 

we’re the ones who are down and out, made to feel invisible, whether because of our actions or 

those of others, whether because of illness or loss, whether because of our gender, or race, or age, 

or sexuality, or whatever. Whenever we feel on the outside, abandoned, invisible—that’s when we 

need a God who sees us, seeks after us, and promises to bring us home. 

At the heart of the  Reformation begun by Martin Luther, was the recognition that he’d been 

worshiping the wrong God. He was taught to see and fear a God of holiness and justice, a God 

who expected righteousness, and punished those who couldn’t meet that standard. Jesus, seen from 

this point of view, was little more than a whipping boy, the one who stood in and took the beating 

we deserved.  

Luther, agonizing over God’s righteousness, finally realized that righteousness isn’t the standard 

God sets for us, but rather is the gift God gave to us. Righteousness isn’t a requirement but a 

promise. The God Luther expected was all about justice; the God he met in the person of Jesus 

was, and is, all about love. Jesus, it turns out, didn’t die to make God forgiving, but died to show 

us exactly how forgiving God already is. Little wonder that Luther would later describe meeting 

this unexpected God by saying it was like having the gates of heaven opened to him. 

I was reading about a pastor who wrote about a situation where one member of her youth group 

asked her friends what they imagined Jesus thought about them. The overwhelming answer was 

disappointment. That is, they assumed Jesus and God were disappointed with them. Can you 

believe that? Why? Because so many still define God in terms of righteousness, sin, punishment, 

judgment, and the like, and that’s reflected in many denominations, churches, and—

unfortunately—even pastors.  

So what’s up with that? Well, as I said earlier, some flawed ideas die hard, and one of the most 

cherished Christian ideas is that repentance always precedes salvation. So I suspect that at least 

two things are at stake.  

The first thing is the relationship between repentance and salvation, and what I mean is that it’s 

hard for us to believe that a sinner can receive salvation without first repenting. And since Jesus 

says, “Today, salvation has come to this house” it must mean that Zacchaeus has repented, right? 

Yet there it is: Jesus has singled out Zacchaeus  in order to stay with him, honoring him with his 

presence much to the chagrin of the crowds.  
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And then Jesus honors him a second time by not arguing with his claim about his righteous 

behavior but instead affirming it, declaring that no matter what the crowds may think, Zacchaeus 

is indeed a child of Abraham, one of the covenantal people, a beloved child of God, and yet not 

one word about repentance. Like it or not, Jesus seems to say, contrary to all expectations, this 

chief tax collector is one of God’s own and, even more, lives like it!  

The second thing …is about the nature of divine justice. As I said, many of us struggle to imagine  

that God would just forgive sin, without some sort of meaningful repentance. After all, if God just 

forgave us, what would become of God’s justice? What if, however, God doesn’t care as much 

about justice as we do? That is, what if justice, wasn’t the primary thing for God, or at least not 

the only thing.  

Maybe justice is just our way of tracking each other, our way of defining each other, of keeping 

count, of keeping score, of following who’s in and who’s out, who’s going to hell and who’s going 

to heaven. Maybe our idea of justice is different than God’s? If any of these are true, or if it’s 

simply that God’s love regularly trumps God’s justice, and I believe Jesus dies precisely to show 

us that it is, then we’re operating with flawed categories.  

God, Jesus, the whole biblical story, as it turns out, isn’t primarily about justice, but about 

relationship. God’s deep, abiding, tenacious desire to be in relationship with each and all of us. 

Which, when you think about it, was pretty much what the Reformation was all about, declaring 

that God is a lot more like a loving parent than a tyrannical monarch, that God is a lot more 

interested in relationship with us than in being righteous over us.  

Luther’s great insight into Paul’s Letter to the Romans, is, in fact, that Paul’s phrase “the 

righteousness of God” isn’t the righteousness that God expects from us, or that by which God 

judges us, but rather is the righteousness that God gives us freely and unconditionally in Christ, so 

that we—that is, anyone, all of us  can believe that salvation has come to us through Christ. This 

is, by and large, the foundation of our Reformed faith that whole “justified by grace through faith” 

thing that runs through many of Paul’s letters. 

And so, brothers and sisters, here’s the thing: Against all odds and expectations God can just 

forgive sin, and that God can pronounce salvation apart from repentance. Why? Because he’s 

God—that’s why! Seriously, it’s because it’s God who’s doing it, and because this God is 

determined, even desperate, to be in relationship with all of us so that, in turn, we might be in 

relationship with each other.  

This probably isn’t easy for us to hear. We like our formulas because, truth be told, they give us a 

way to manage the illusion that maybe we’re still in control, at least a little bit; that maybe God 

isn’t quite so wildly free as the Bible portrays; that maybe there are rules we can know and follow, 

and to which we can hold others accountable. Unfortunately, actually, fortunately, all that 

disappears when God just forgives sin and pronounces blessing. So maybe the story of Zacchaeus 

is told to remind us that we never were in control in the first place, or that we had it wrong the 

whole time. Whatever the case may be, this is a good thing, because God’s mercy and grace 

exceeds both our need and our expectations.  

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen. 

 

 


