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Reformed always reforming- Reformed always being reformed 

Today is Reformation Sunday. We remember that Martin Luther argued for the reform of 

the church. At that time the 1500s the church was selling indulgences- you could pay to 

insure that your loved ones were forgiven and would be allowed entrance into heaven. 

Usually only the clergy could read, and they were the only ones who read the Bible in 

Latin. During mass there might be a little sermon, but the rest of the service would be in 

Latin with the majority not understanding much of what was said.  

The Reformation ultimately brought the Bible to the people in the pew in their own 

language.  

This meant that a lot of translation had to happen. More than 100 different complete 

English translations exist. With every translation from the Hebrew and Aramaic of the 

Old Testament and the Greek and Aramaic of the New Testament to English, a great 

deal of interpretation has to go along with that translation.  

One such interpretation is upon us today with Zaccheus. We think we know all there is 

to know about Zaccheus.  

Zacchaeus was a wee little man 

And a wee little man was he 

He climbed up in a sycamore tree 

For the Lord he wanted to see 
 

And when the Savior passed that way 

He looked up in the tree 

And said, 'Zacchaeus, you come down! 

For I'm going to your house today! 

For I'm going to your house today!' 

 

Did you grow up knowing this song?  
So what do we know about Zacchaeus, besides his little height?  

https://genius.com/24146794/Traditional-zacchaeus-was-a-wee-little-man/Today


We know that Zacchaeus lived in Jericho, the last stop on the long journey of Jesus to 

Jerusalem. Jericho was a garden city where the wealthy went to retreat. Zacchaeus 

whose name meant Righteous was a leader of the tax collectors. He worked for the 

Roman Empire collecting taxes and supervising other tax collectors. He was not very 

popular, but he was very rich.  

The interpretive part of translation occurs with verse 8.  

Hear these 2 versions of Luke 19:8: 

NRSV 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.”  

Common English Bible 8 Zacchaeus stopped and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord, I give 

half of my possessions to the poor. And if I have cheated anyone, I repay them four 

times as much.” 

Do you notice anything different about the 2 versions?  The NRSV which we use in our 

congregation and was produced by the National Council of Churches which included 

some of my seminary professors in the work of translation, said, “I will give to the poor, 

and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as much.” I will 

give, I will pay back… Future tense 

The Common English Bible recently created by the Methodist Church said, “I give half of 

my possessions to the poor. And if I have cheated anyone, I repay them 4 times as 

much.” I give, I repay… Present tense 

So who is correct? If we look to the Greek, we find the verbs are in the 

Present tense.  

 
Luke 19 Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through town. 2 A man there named 

Zacchaeus, a ruler among tax collectors, was rich. 3 He was trying to see who Jesus 

was, but, being a short man, he couldn’t because of the crowd. 4 So he ran ahead and 

climbed up a sycamore tree so he could see Jesus, who was about to pass that way. 5 

When Jesus came to that spot, he looked up and said, “Zacchaeus, come down at once. 

I must stay in your home today.” 6 So Zacchaeus came down at once, happy to 

welcome Jesus. 

7 Everyone who saw this grumbled, saying, “He has gone to be the guest of a sinner.” 



8 Zacchaeus stopped and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord, I give half of my possessions to 

the poor. And if I have cheated anyone, I repay them four times as much.” 

9 Jesus said to him, “Today, salvation has come to this household because he too is a 

son of Abraham. 10 The Human One came to seek and save the lost.” 

 

 

What do you think? Should we translate the verbs out of Zaccheus’ 

mouth as present or future? Raise your hand for the present. Future. 

 

You are the interpreters now.  

 

We are used to the translation of the verbs as FUTURE which means 

Zaccheus was changing his behavior out of repentance at the very 

sight and kindness of Jesus. The NRSV and NIV made this choice. 

 

But if Zaccheus was speaking in the PRESENT tense, then maybe it 

was the crowd that needed the lesson. Zaccheus was already living a 

righteous life. Like his name, maybe he was righteous even though 

the crowd thought he should be excluded because of his job. The RSV 

and KJV do this way. 

 

He was saved in whichever tense we use.  

 

Salvation includes belonging and community and maybe that is the 

salvation that was brought to his house that day. 

 

We are always being reformed by God as a church and as God’s 

people.  

 

 


