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What happens when grace comes to town? 

At Scots we begin each meeting of Session we begin with two questions : Where have you seen the 
grace of God working? and Where would you like to see God’s grace working? What it has meant 
for us in the first instance is that we are to have an expectation that God’s grace is working in this 
world right now. That sometimes comes as a surprise to us. We “practice our faith” but often do it a 
bit automatically, or without thinking. This question also assumes that we can see it working. If I 
were using the language of John’s gospel I would play with the idea of  “blepo” and “horao”, both 
meaning “to see” but the second with the sense of seeing with discerning. We may not immediately 
recognise the working of God’s grace, but when we look back we can “see” it there. 

Of course as a church council part of our task is to try and discern the spirit of God in our midst 
and follow its leading, but looking for God’s grace is not just something that can be left up to us. 
We have come to recognise it is there for us all to expect, and for us all to understand as working in 
our midst. 

How about the second question? Where would you like to see God’s grace working? That puts a dif-
ferent slant on things. It is in many ways a fearful question to ask because there is an implication 
that God’s grace is missing in a situation - a situation that we personally are in, or that some friends 
or family are in, or that perhaps our community is in. 

But then, the question also assumes that we can identify those elements of what is missing. So a 
question for you to ponder. What might a situation look like or feel like where grace is missing? 
How would people, would you be acting? So, I guess having asked you the question, you may have 
some answers that immediately sprang to mind, or maybe not. Just turn to the person next to you 
and share your thought or answer. 

Let’s explore what happened to one man when grace came to town. There is a whole lot of stuff we 
can surmise about Zaccheus, about who he was, how he was regarded and how he regarded himself. 
His name means "clean" or "innocent," yet he is unclean and a sinner. 

We begin by noting that Jesus “entered Jericho and was passing through it”. Was passing through it. 
Don’t miss that detail, because the crowd that had gathered didn’t really interest Jesus. His itinerary 
only had Jericho as “passing through” town, not a stop-off point or a rest stop. It wasn’t like Jesus 
intended to stop for hummus, olives and salad in Jericho. He was passing through. Jesus loved indi-
viduals and lived in a group community, but he also avoided crowds. Yet Jesus could transform a per-
son’s life as he was passing through en route to somewhere else. 

As Jesus was walking through town, the crowds pressed around him, effectively blocking out Zac-
chaeus, who’s bobbing around trying to shove in here and there, to make a wedge from the outside 
perimeter of people and reach the inner circle where this famous itinerant preacher would be visible. 

Zacchaeus is a “chief tax collector” and he’s rich. He’s short, but there’s something about Jesus he 
just has to see, so he throws any ego or appropriate behaviour for a man of his position away and 
climbs into a tree to get a better view. The point is that Zacchaeus thinks he is the last person Jesus 
is going to notice. 



Here was a revenue agent of the imperial Roman government; now now become a squatty seeker 
sitting in a sycamore.  Something gets Jesus’ attention – a wee well dressed man up a tree probably 
would. He encounters Zacchaeus, and promptly invites himself over for dinner. Jesus comes to him. 
Jesus approached him. Jesus invited himself into Zacchaeus’ life. The one who was a seeker, is now 
the one who is sought. That’s the next thing to notice about this story. While Jesus was simply 
passing through Jericho on his way to somewhere else, Jesus comes to Zacchaeus. 

Can you imagine how those words must have sounded to Zacchaeus? Come down out of that tree! 
Stop embarrassing yourself ! Don’t be afraid! No need to avoid your problems! Get down out of 
there before you hurt yourself and break something important!” 
 
Then notice what happens. Zacchaeus experiences transformation. He responds to the invitation, 
and his subsequent conversation with Jesus shows that this is a sinner who is truly repentant. He not 
only confesses his fiscal injustices, but his restitution is extravagant in providing for the poor and 
overcompensating his neighbours for what he has taken from them. That’s humility. That’s repent-
ance. That’s conversion. Here is a life turned around for the glory of God and in the service of oth-
ers.  

But here’s the rub of the whole story — the real shocker — and a lesson for the church to consider. 
All those who witnessed Jesus’ invitation and Zacchaeus’ response are disgusted that this wannabe 
messiah would spend time with a sinner.  
 
Let’s be honest. If Jesus came to our church today, whom do we think he would single out for lunch 
after worship. The minister? The parish clerk? The super volunteer who is a generous giver and 
knows the Scriptures forward and backward? Well, perhaps you? But Zaccheus wasn’t in the “in 
crowd”, he wasn’t even in the crowd. Who is hiding up a tree waiting for an invite that they don’t 
even know is about to be issued. 
 
Too messy to consider? Not if “the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.” This is the 
Saviour who leaves the 99 to find the one. He reminds us that the sick need a doctor, not the 
healthy. He makes wine for partygoers who’ve had too much to drink. Jesus is messy when it comes 
to engaging the lost. Perhaps too messy for most religious crowds. 
 
So, this text is also inviting us to identify with Jesus himself. If religious people question us because 
of the messy people we spend time with, it might come as a shock, but we may be more like Jesus 
than we thought!  
 
On the contrary, if we don’t have any friendships with the marginalised, the misunderstood, the out-
casts, the sinners of the community, perhaps we’re a part of the country club Christianity crowd that 
only wants a pass-by viewing of Jesus, like the crowds in Jericho that day. 

If we’re like Jesus: We go against conventional wisdom; We eat with the wrong crowd; We drink 
with the wrong crowd; We love the wrong crowd; We assist the wrong crowd; We advocate for the 
wrong crowd; We heal the wrong crowd.  

All that happens when grace comes to town. Take the situations you thought of where grace was 
needed. How grace gets into those situations is through disciples like you and I showing love, mercy, 
justice in our actions and helping others to act out the same. It is also looking for those up the tree 
and offering the invitation. There lies the way to transformation. When grace comes to town, the 
world is turned upside down and God’s kingdom comes to fulfilment.  

The invitation of Jesus is here. Hear that word of grace.


