
October 30, 2016 (24th Sunday after Pentecost, All Saints Sunday, Reformation Sunday) 

Readings:  Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Habakkuk+1%3A1-

4%2C+2%3A1-4&version=NRSV  

2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2Thessalonians+1%3A1-

4%2C+11-12&version=NRSV  

Luke 19:1-10 https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+19:1-10  

 

Last week we focused primarily on grace. We looked at the parable of the two men, a 

Pharisee and a tax collector, who both go to the temple to pray but have very different attitudes. 

The Pharisee is proud and boastful, while the tax collector is humble and honest. Yet despite 

their differences, we know that God loves both of them. And God doesn’t just love them, but He 

loves them the same, equally. He doesn’t love the Pharisee a little and the tax collector a lot, but 

God loves them both equally, regardless of the comparisons or contrasts we might draw.  

Perhaps it’s a message we’ve often heard – that God loves us. But I wonder if some of us 

haven’t questioned before if God hears us. We pray, maybe we call out, and we wonder, God are 

you listening to us? Habakkuk cries out for help, waiting for God to show that He’s listening. 

And in the next chapter God speaks to Habakkuk, which is probably faster than most of us get a 

response or confirmation.  

And God tells him, write the vision, because a time is coming…it might not be soon, but 

it’ll come, just wait. Habakkuk complained that “the law becomes slack, and justice never 

prevails. That the wicked surround the righteous and judgment becomes perverted.” God hears 

Habakkuk’s complaint and tells him that the righteous will live by their faith.  

I have a hunch that Habakkuk was really hoping that he wouldn’t have to wait long; or at 

least that he could peer into the future and see for himself what God meant, how God would hear 

him and respond. Maybe it would be like the good old days, the law would be enforced again, 

and righteousness would return. But I’m willing to bet that what Habakkuk had in mind wasn’t 

what God had planned. The law would be much different, and righteousness would take on a 

different form…perhaps so different that it would be unrecognizable for Habakkuk.  

When we think about how God is often portrayed in the Old Testament, often – not 

always, we might think of an angry judge, a hardened father, or something along those lines. 

Now if God assures Habakkuk that the law, justice, and righteousness will return, Habakkuk is 

probably expecting someone like Moses to return. When God’s laws will be written and plain as 

day, there will be justice and expectations to follow, and one can expect a certain sense of 

righteousness if God’s chosen people are to follow God’s commands. If I could guess I would 

think Habakkuk would love it if everyone was a Pharisee. The people living by laws and justice, 

righteousness all around.  

But God is a surprise, and acts in a surprising way. A second Moses doesn’t come, but all 

these things are fulfilled in Christ. There is a law which comes but, like we’ve seen in weeks 

past, it’s not a law written on cold stone tablets but rather on warm hearts as a law of love. 

Justice takes on a new form, righteousness seen not in a Pharisee but in a tax collector – dare we 
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say justification instead of righteousness? Habakkuk, if he were able to look at Jesus walking 

through Jericho that day, God in human form passing through the streets, Habakkuk would never 

have expected that Jesus would go to the house of Zacchaeus. Never. This is justice? Is this what 

righteousness looks like?! No, God you must be making a mistake.  

We talked last week about how despised tax collectors were in Jesus’ time…for being 

exploitive traitors, individuals who had betrayed their culture by siding with the Romans, 

betrayed their people, and took advantage of them too.  

I don’t know why individuals signed up to be tax collectors except of course for the 

money. But that came at a cost. You’d be looked down on by your peers, maybe even considered 

a pariah. Perhaps there was something besides money that attracted people, who knows. The 

allure of Roman grandeur…perhaps a means of survival by siding with your oppressors. Maybe 

Zacchaeus was always teased for being short and this was his way of getting back at those who 

mocked him. Whatever the reason might have been for Zacchaeus becoming a tax collector, we 

know that he still wanted to see Jesus. So he climbs a sycamore tree along the path, and waits for 

Jesus to come by.  

And not only does Zacchaeus get to see Jesus, he speaks with Him too! And it turns out, 

much to Zacchaeus’ surprise, that he’s going to host Jesus. He never would have guessed that. 

And the crowds are shocked, and Habakkuk probably would be too. All who saw it began to 

grumble and said, “He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.” In a way the crowd’s 

reaction is understandable. Why is Jesus, this righteous man, this giver of new laws, going to the 

home of a sinner, a traitor? We might be surprised too, but we shouldn’t be all that surprised. 

Earlier in Luke’s gospel when the Pharisees and their scribes were complaining to his disciples, 

saying, “Why do you eat and drink with tax collectors and sinners?” Jesus answered, “Those 

who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the 

righteous but sinners to repentance.”1 

So when Jesus goes to Zacchaeus’ home, someone considered a sinner, then we shouldn’t 

be so confused. Actually, I’m more surprised at what happens next. Jesus says he’ll go to this tax 

collector’s home, a sinner whom He came to call to repentance, and before Jesus even gets there 

or says anything, we see a dramatic response from Zacchaeus. He promises to give half of his 

possessions to the poor, and will pay back four fold anyone he has cheated. It was common that 

tax collectors would take more than their share for whatever was being taxed, maybe double, 

perhaps triple, but to repay someone four fold is extremely generous payback.  

You might remember Jesus saying that “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 

needle than for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of God.”2 Wealth in and of itself is not a bad 

thing. But it’s what wealth can lead to that makes it tricky. Money can be a barrier in identifying 

with, or understanding, the marginalized. There is a greater temptation to cling to possessions, 

which is why it is so surprising that Zacchaeus is willing to part with half of what he has. This, in 

turn, leads Jesus to say, “Today salvation has come to this house, because [Zacchaeus] too is a 

son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.” 

                                                           
1 Luke 5:30-32 
2 Luke 18:25 



Quite the story. It’s probably not what we’d expect…to see a tax collector demonstrating 

faithfulness, or God in human form practicing a law of love and a refreshing take on justice. This 

is probably not what Habakkuk, or maybe humanity as a whole, expected. 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.3 God’s love and compassion trumps whatever notion of justice and 

fairness we might construe. 

In some ways this is great. We’ve messed up a lot of times and that’s when we find it 

easy to accept God’s forgiveness. But God’s ways can also make us upset – whether to the 

crowds of Zacchaeus’ day or to us. When we see God working with those we don’t expect Him 

to, or maybe even want Him to.  

We have a God who sees us, seeks after us, and promises to bring us home4 regardless of 

how good or bad we are. Today is a very special day in the church year because in addition to 

celebrating All Saints’ Day, we are celebrating Reformation Sunday. On October 31, 1517 

Martin Luther, a principal figure in the Reformation, nailed his theses to the door of a church in 

Germany, which many point to as a starting point for this religious and historical landmark. And 

at the heart of the Luther’s Reformation was the recognition that he had 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 could not meet that standard. Jesus, from this point of 

view, was little more than the one who stood in our place 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. The God Luther expected was all about 

justice; the God he met in Jesus, however, was all about love.5 But this idea is still hard to grab 

onto for some Protestants. 

One member of a youth group asked her friends what they imagined Jesus thought about 

them, and the overwhelming answer was disappointment. That is, they assumed Jesus and God 

were disappointed with them. Why? Because they, and we, still define God in terms of 

righteousness, sin, punishment and the like.  

 

But the good news in light of the Reformation, and All Saints Day, is that God sees us – 

like He saw Zacchaeus, God accepts us – regardless of what we’ve done or our status, and God 

loves us, and will bring us home. No exceptions!6 It doesn’t matter what we did in the past, 

whether we were “born” as Christians or accepted Christ recently, or know of someone who 

accepted Christ on their death bed, God loves each one of us and promises us the same thing. 

Thanks be to God for His grace and love. Amen.  
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5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 


