
Gospel :  
Luke  19: 1-10        The story of Zacchaeus 

 

This story is found only in Luke’s Gospel.  
The town of Jericho 
The story takes place in Jericho, a busy town, 30 km east of Jerusalem. It is a 
custom station for goods coming into the area. Travellers going to 
Jerusalem pass through Jericho to avoid crossing Samaria, an area  
known to be unsafe.  
We find Jesus on the road by a sycamore tree, a tree with a short trunk and 
wide lateral branches, easy to climb. 
Zacchaeus, the tax collector 
Zacchaeus is a tax collector for the Romans, a traitor in the eyes of the Jews. 
Tax collectors were known for extorting more money than required and 
keeping the difference. He is a short man clearly used to thinking in terms of 
numbers: 'half my possessions', 'four times as much'. 
Time of the story 
There is a sense of urgency about this story; it is to take place Today. Not 
next week, but today.  Jesus is about to enter Jerusalem and his Passion. 
Luke uses the word ‘Today’ several times in his Gospel at important 
moments of Jesus’ life: notably his birth, baptism, in the synagogue in 
Capernaum, at the healing of the paralysed man, twice here and finally on 
the cross. This shows how significant the word is. 
Theme of the story 
The theme of this story is repentance, that is, becoming aware that we have 
turned away from God and decided to live differently, in accordance with 
God’s will. 
Here Luke shows us that repentance is achieved not by being preached at 
but by being loved and accepted without any preconditions.  Experiencing 
this love brings about in Zacchaeus a change of heart, a new self-
understanding. 
Zacchaeus, Son of Abraham 
Although a Jew by birth—his name means “the righteous one”— Zacchaeus 
and people like him were considered unclean, impure; rabbis of that time 
no longer regarded them as descendants of Abraham unless they repented 
and made restitution.  
After meeting with Jesus, not only is Zacchaeus a descendent of Abraham 
but because of his faith and righteousness, he can also once again be a 
spiritual Son of Abraham.  

BACKGROUND NOTES 

31ST SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 

2 THESSALONIANS 1:11-2:2  

 
Thessalonica was an important port in Northern Greece, a cosmopolitan 
city, capital of the Roman province of Macedonia. 
There are two letters addressed to the Thessalonians. Whereas the first is 
generally accepted as being from Paul, there is a debate among scholars 
about the second’s authorship. Many argue that it was written, as was 
often the case in ancient times, by someone using the famous name as a 
pseudonym to further the thoughts of the man they admired. In this case 
the letter would date from about two generations after Paul’s death, 
around the end of the 1st century. It is nonetheless considered to be 
inspired writing and part of the Canon. 

 

Our passage is divided into 2 distinct sections, both seeking to encourage 
and reassure believers. The first is a prayer that God’s grace will make us 
worthy of his call. Borrowing an idea from Isaiah (66: 5), there will be 
mutual glory at the end of times: 'Jesus Christ will be glorified in you and 
you in him'. 
The second seeks to bring stability and calm. It is not very clear where the 
false information about the end of times has come from: it is perhaps a 
prophecy, a rumour, or a letter purporting to be from Paul claiming the 
end of time had already taken place. (cf 1 Timothy 2:18) There is no 
calendar date for the Second Coming, 'The Day of the Lord'; it is the 
fulfilment of Christian life when 'we shall all be gathered round him'. 
 


