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READING LESSON 12: GETTING FURTHER INTO NONFICTION 

There are different types of fiction, but there are even more subcategories of nonfiction.  
 

Our first division comes when we pick up a book and determine whether it is a practical book 
or a theoretical one. Practical books help us in the area of how to do something or what 
actually works in some way. Theoretical books are about something that is to be seen or 
understood. Books about ethics, although it may seem theoretical at first, are actually 
essentially practical because they’re telling us how to live our lives—what we should or 
shouldn’t do, and what rewards/punishments are attached to behavior. So if a book is about 
how to make changes in your life or how to learn a skill or how to relate better to other 
people, that would be practical.  
 
Theoretical books can be further subdivided into history, science, and philosophy. 

 
• History deals with things that existed or events that occurred on particular dates. 
• Science seeks laws or generalizations, not things that happened only once. 
• Philosophy seeks generalities like science, but has more to do with daily human 

experience than things that can be reproduced or discovered in a lab. 
 

History is especially relevant to our study of the Bible. There are different theories behind the 
writing of history, just as there are different theories of translation. Every person who ever 
wrote history from their own experience is affected by his or her perspective on the event. 
And just as there are two sides to any argument, there is always more than one perspective 
on what actually happened in any given situation or what the motives were behind it.  
 
So the first rule of reading history is to read more than one account of any period or event if 
we really want to understand it. This is especially important to us if the event we want to 
know about has some practical importance in our lives. It’s very helpful that God gave us four 
eyewitness accounts of Christ’s life instead of just one. By comparing the similarities and 
differences of the resurrection accounts in four Gospels, for example, we can put together a 
much better account of the events and the theological implications of it than if we had only 
one. And this matters to us, because whether Jesus really rose from the dead or not has 
extreme practical significance! 
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It is important to remember that the historian must always make up something. He must 
either find a general pattern in, or impose one, on events; or he must suppose that he 
knows why the person in his story did the things they did.1  
 

Even if someone is trying to write history as it happens or to write something about the very 
recent past, we should always be aware that books or articles like this want to prove 
something. The author of a modern biography or political tell-all or a book about the spread 
of AIDS in Africa is putting things in a certain light to get people to either believe something 
is/was real or to get them to take action in some way. This isn’t sinister. Every author must 
have an agenda for everything they write, otherwise they wouldn’t have been inspired to 
take the time and effort to write a book or article! Even a journalist “objectively” reporting 
stories has an agenda—to meet a deadline, provide juicy news that sells papers, to make a 
name for him/herself, etc. So when we read history—modern or ancient— we do well to seek 
what the author’s agenda may be. It’s very important to notice whether an author is backing 
up his proposition with supporting reasons or sources. If they’re not, his perspective is just a 
matter of personal opinion or even deliberate falsehood.  

 
Personal opinions in literature may still be worthwhile, especially if the author is an expert 
about his topic and is sharing personal experience to help you shortcut your own process, but 
you need to be able to recognize that opinion writing is different than scholarly writing. A 
good example of this is a lot of popular books about prophecy. Even if they have a lot of 
footnotes about facts, the way the author connects dots about how/when things are going to 
play out is usually still his/her own opinion. It may be worth consideration, but it needs to be 
held more loosely than the way we interpret other parts of scripture that are more clear.  

 
Every author makes assumptions. Try to notice what an author is assuming, either in the 
overall point of the book or on the detail level. Sometimes they will tell you directly that their 
argument is based on a certain assumption, but other times they may not even be aware that 
they’re making an assumption. Books encouraging Christians to support Israel assume that 
God still has a future plan for the nation. Many modern books assume a pantheistic notion 
that everything is interconnected on an energy-level. Self-help books may assume that 
humans are basically good or that if you try hard enough you can accomplish anything you 
want to. Many popular Christian books make assumptive claims about God that ignore other 
aspects of his nature. Every author makes assumptions. The best ones will tell you directly 
what they’re assuming. 

 

                                                             
1 Fee and Stuart, page 233. 
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The first step to being a better nonfiction reader is to be conscious of whether you’re reading 
a practical book or a theoretical one, and then if it’s theoretical, whether it’s history, science, 
or philosophy. How to Read (Adler) has much more description about each of these 
categories. 

 
After this, look for some structure in the book. The best books have the most intelligible 
structures. You can see how the book has an overall purpose, but then you can see how that 
gets broken down into parts. Books are really fleshed-out outlines. Many people don’t 
comprehend outlines very well when they try to read them, so they need the extra 
dimension of explanation and examples to be able to grasp the new ideas. When you think 
about it, if we just had a detailed outline for every book we read, we might be able to skip 
reading a lot of them because we got the main points (the ones we’d remember later, 
anyway). But that wouldn’t be very enjoyable, because reading outlines is hard work! 
Besides, sometimes it’s a particular detail or example that helps us understand what the main 
point was even about. Still, a book that cannot be outlined is usually not the highest quality 
book. An author ought to be working from an outline or he doesn’t know where he’s headed 
or how to get there.  

 
Along those lines, you as a reader ought to be able to summarize in general terms what a 
book is about if you have read it or you’re currently reading it. It’s actually really common for 
readers to be unable to do this. It’s not a bad idea to stop every so often and think about how 
you’d answer if someone next to you on an airplane asked you what your book is about.  

 
Many authors make their most important points very clear by the chapter titles, section 
headings, sidebars, or maybe even through detail markings like putting certain statements in 
italics. These are important to notice. It’s a good idea to pre-read a book (which we’ll learn 
about next time), and if the book is particularly difficult, it may be a good idea for you to even 
plan to do a full skim-read (reading quickly and superficially without even worrying about 
things you don’t understand). Then go back and give it a more thorough reading, even 
consulting commentaries and reading the author’s footnotes or endnotes where necessary. If 
you think that’s too much trouble, then it must mean you don’t care very much about getting 
a full understanding of that book. That’s not necessarily a bad thing, it’s just reality. 
Determining which books to invest a lot of time in is part of the process! 

 
And while it may beneficial to do a skim-read overall, it’s important to realize that learning 
how to read at different speeds is a great skill for every kind of reading, like shifting gears 
when you’re riding a bike. All books contain material that can be read through more quickly 
than other parts. Let yourself coast sometimes. If you are always forcing yourself to read 
every word with careful attention and comprehension, it may bog you down and hold you 
back from getting the benefit of the overall flow. A successful reading of a book doesn’t 
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always mean that you were attentive to every word. It may mean that you got what you need 
from the book in a quicker way. You’re allowed to speed up and slow down, and you’re the 
only one who knows what you need in that regard! 

 
So, let’s say you’ve slowed down because you think you need to grasp this point, but it’s still 
hard. Realize that when you come to a sentence you don’t understand; this is an important 
place for you. It’s a challenge for you, not a failure for not getting it on the first pass. Try to 
work it out to the point where you can put it in your own words, then see if it somehow has 
relevance to your own life so you can determine if the proposition is even true or not.  

 
 
Example: 

 
Humanism in the inclusive sense is the system whereby man, beginning absolutely by 
himself, tries rationally to build out from himself, having only man as his integration point, 
to find all knowledge, meaning, and value.2   
 

 
Breakdown: 
 

• He is defining what humanism is. 
• “Inclusive” means comprehensive. You may have needed to look that up, but 

you’d get the idea that he’s talking about a wide, general sense. 
• We can tell that “man” means humanity, not a certain male. 
• We can simplify “beginning absolutely by himself” to “on his own.”  
• “Rational” means using mental powers of coming to a conclusion. 

 
 
So far what we have is that humanism is a system in which people on their own try to use 
their own mental powers to do something. The rest of his statement is about what they’re 
trying to do. Continuing: 
 

• “Man, as his integration point” gives you a visual that everything is centered 
around humanity. It’s not about everything coming together in God—it’s saying it 
all comes together in humanity. 

• Here’s the main thing: the goal is knowledge, meaning, and value. 
 

                                                             
2 Schaeffer, Francis. The God Who Is There, page 17. 
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If we were trying to summarize that in our own words, we might say:  
 

Humanism is a system in which people try to use their own mental powers to find 
knowledge, meaning, and value in humanity (implied: apart from God). People don’t think 
they need God to have purpose and value; they’re enough on their own. 

 
Does understanding this concept have relevance to your own life? You may be able to quickly 
perceive from our exercise that humanism has become a dominant belief system in our 
modern world! Since this whole book is Frances Shaffer’s attempt to help us understand the 
different forms that non-Christian belief systems can take, understanding his definition of 
humanism would be important in keeping up with his forthcoming arguments. It’s worth 
spending a little time on if you’re going to bother reading this whole book. 

 
In that example, it was mostly a complex sentence that bogged us down, although we also 
had some words you may have wanted to look up. It’s harder when people or historical 
events or theological concepts are being referenced that we are completely unfamiliar with. 
That may take some leg work if you really want to get it. Remember that you don’t win any 
awards by reading faster or reading more books. If this is worth understanding, take whatever 
time it takes. 

 
Tips for reading nonfiction3: 

 
• Speed read using finger to push it faster 

 
• Before starting a book, write 5-10 questions you want the author to answer. This 

shows why you’re choosing this book instead of a different one. 
 

• Notice whether the author wants you to just enjoy the book or learn more about the 
topic. See if they are pushing you towards action or change.  

 
• Grab a pen or pencil whenever you grab a book. 

 
• After getting the layout, decide if the book is a steak to chew completely, a milkshake 

to drink down quickly, or a cheese platter to sample. You do not have to read cover to 
cover. You can spit it out if it won’t answer your questions. 

 
• Use a pencil to mark where you have questions, then move on and come back to 

them later. Don’t stop reading because one particular question was too hard for you 
to understand. 

                                                             
3 Reinke, Tony. Lit! A Christian Guide to Reading Books. Collected from various pages. 
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• Pay attention to and maybe highlight the structural headings and sentences that show 
the overall flow or outline. 
 

• If the book is not compelling, you may quit. But a helpful guideline is to read up to 
page 100 minus your age. So if you’re 50 years old, you can quit on page 50, but no 
sooner. This just means you’re trying to give the book a fair chance. 

 
• When you’re done reading, collect and store the gold. You’ve marked important 

sentences or paragraphs as you read the book. Now transfer them to a Word 
document or Excel spreadsheet where you can access them for information or refresh 
yourself on the book without reading the whole thing again. 
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LITERATURE LESSON 7: OLD TESTAMENT NARRATIVE 

Narratives are stories. A story has characters, a plot, events that happen, and dialogue. There 
are some narrative sections scattered among the wisdom and prophetic books, but for the 
most part, the narrative parts of the Old Testament are grouped into the front of our English 
Bibles. The things that come later in our Bibles can be inserted into the story earlier on. This 
was done deliberately, since all of that other material actually rounds out and enhances the 
story.  
 

Indeed, it is a magnificent story, grander than the greatest epic, richer in plot and 
more significant in its characters and descriptions than any humanly composed story 
could ever be.1  

 
In some ways, the narrative parts of the OT are the easiest to read, yet they often have 
incorrect interpretations forced upon them. 
 
All narratives have three basic parts: 
 

1. Characters 
2. Plot 
3. Plot resolution 

 
There has to be some kind of conflict for a story to be a good story as the tension is resolved. 
The Bible has an overall plot, the OT itself has a sub-plot, and each narrative (individual story) 
has its own drama of tension and resolution.  
 
The big story (metanarrative) of the Bible is that God created humans to bear his image and 
take care of the earth and become his family, but humans have changed allegiance to the 
side of God’s enemies. To win them back and rescue them from the enemies’ clutches, God 
became man and redeemed them through his own blood. While waiting for the day that he 
resurrects his family into new bodies on a new earth, he continues to transform their hearts 
and use them to grow the family even more. This metanarrative needs to be kept in mind as 
we read the stories in the OT, since they reveal a fallen creation, degenerate mankind, and 
the need to be made clean to have a relationship with God. 
 
Just below that level of understanding, we also need to be mindful of the plot line that God 
has set aside a certain group of people for himself. In the Old Testament, this was Israel. We 
are told about: 
 
                                                             
1 Fee and Stuart. How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth. Page 90. 
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• The promise to Abraham 
• The establishment of his lineage 
• God’s deliverance of the people from bondage in Egypt 
• The sealing of a covenant with them at Sinai 
• The giving of the Land to them 
• Their frequent sin of idolatry/adultery 
• God’s frequent and patient pleading with them to come back to him  
• The eventual destruction of the northern and southern kingdoms 
• Their restoration to the land after they had been sent away.  

 
Hundreds of individual narratives are used to craft these over-arching themes. Although each 
one can be a compelling story on its own, we should always be asking ourselves how the 
story we’re reading contributes to the way God made a people for himself and the 
metanarrative of the whole book. Jesus taught that the Old Testament scriptures were 
teaching about him, yet that doesn’t mean that each individual story is an allegory about 
Jesus. It means each one contributes to the metanarrative. 
 
Narratives are not allegories. They’re not filled with hidden meanings, with each character or 
object standing for something else. Elijah went up on Mt. Carmel and triumphed over the 
priests of Baal, and this isn’t an allegory of Jesus triumphing over evil spirits when he cast out 
demons. It may make us think of that, but the original hearers had to be able to understand 
them. The blood of lambs on doorposts at Passover is a picture of Christ’s sacrifice, yet it was 
first a historical event that allowed the Israelites’ firstborns to escape the angel of death. 
Many modern interpreters have no interest in preserving the historicity of the narratives and 
instead resort to giving them only spiritual meaning. It’s a mistake. 
 
Individual OT narratives are also not intended to teach moral lessons. They’re to show about 
God’s actions in Israel’s history. Sometimes they illustrate the results of bad choices in ways 
that motivate us to make better ones, but this isn’t the purpose for which they were written. 
We can see from the way Isaac favored Esau that parental favoritism isn’t good, but the story 
is intended to add to the evidence of the way God doesn’t always do things according to 
expectations or cultural norms. We see that he used the younger son to carry on the line of 
the promise, and this is surprising.  
 
So even though we need to be careful not to miss the main point of the story, the narratives 
are still sometimes good illustrations for moral lessons that are taught explicitly elsewhere in 
scripture. For example, when David committed adultery with Bathsheba, we don’t get a 
statement there about how David did wrong. We know he did wrong because Exodus 20:14 
says adultery is wrong. You can’t use the story of all the bad things that resulted from David’s 
adultery to make the case that adultery is morally wrong (you have to use the “God says so” 
from Exodus and elsewhere), but you CAN use it as one illustration that it is a very bad idea.  
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Hebrew narratives have certain characteristics in common: 
 

1. The author (narrator) knows the story and tells the listener what he thinks is 
important for them to know. He’s selective about what he tells. There were more 
details that happened that don’t get mentioned or explained. In fact, he rarely 
explains, comments, or evaluates as the events of the narrative unfold. His job is just 
to tell the story, which he does from the divine point of view. The details are clues to 
what’s coming. Learn to notice things like symbolism, repeated words and ideas, or 
words/phrases that may be ambiguous. Then ask yourself questions about why that’s 
there or what that means. Be inquisitive—like when you read a murder mystery. 
 

2. Most Hebrew narratives are told as a sequence of scenes that move the action along. 
Each one tells a part, like the scenes of a movie, but it’s the progressive combination 
that tells the whole story. Think of the Joseph story (the longest narrative in the 
Bible), which is made up of many different scenes: Joseph’s dreams, his being sold as 
a slave, his imprisonment, meeting his brothers again, testing them, etc. Most scenes 
in Old Testament narratives have only two or three characters or groups so that the 
main plot isn’t lost in the details. 

 
3. The characters are crucial to the nature of Hebrew narrative, yet they are so rarely 

described physically that you always need to ask “why” when someone is. Why is it 
important to mention that Ehud was left-handed or that Saul was taller than 
everyone else? Status, profession, and tribal designation are usually much more 
important to the author than physical characteristics.  

 
4. We learn the most about the characters from their dialogue, not from the narrator’s 

own descriptions. Watch for how an author may emphasize crucial parts of the 
narrative by having a character repeat or summarize what just happened in the 
narrative. We may be tempted to plow through those repetitions because we already 
know the information, but they’re clues about what’s most important. 

 
5. Each narrative has its own plot and plot resolution, with a beginning, middle, and 

end. The stories move along much faster than most modern narration. We’re not 
usually given large descriptive sections to set the stage. When the plot slows down 
suddenly, either through the insertion of dialogue, the elaboration of a detail, or 
some form of repetition, that’s going to be a purposeful technique the author has 
used to draw attention to his focus or point of view. 

 
6. The stories were designed to be listened to aloud, not read silently. Listening to a 

long text is virtually a lost art in our TV culture, but in ancient times the stories were 
told and retold, with certain elements and structures that made them memorable. 
There are various forms of repetition used, including the repetition of key words or by 
highlighting patterns. Narratives are often begun and then brought to a conclusion in 
the same way, like when Joseph’s brothers bow to him in his dream at the beginning 
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and bow to him as their leader at the end. Sometimes the story, or even an entire 
book, is told in chiastic form. Foreshadowing was used to make the story more fun to 
listen to and easier to remember. 

 
Whenever you read an OT narrative, remember to look for the main character: God! He is 
always the supreme hero of the story. Sometimes his presence is explicit, like when he goes 
along with the Israelites as a pillar of cloud/fire, but usually it’s more implicit. It may look like 
Providential timing or the working of details together or the giving of a dream/vision.  
 
Remember that implicit doesn’t mean secret or mystical. We’re not looking for hidden 
meanings that are unique to us as individuals and can’t be understood by everyone. The 
Bible doesn’t apply to me or my group in ways that it doesn’t apply to other people. We’re 
just trying to take note of everything the narrative is telling us, whether directly or indirectly.  
 
Also, keep in mind that we’re not supposed to imitate OT characters. We can learn from 
them, but we shouldn’t assume that God wants us to do the exact same thing they did or 
that he will do the exact same thing with us that he did in their lives. The stories aren’t about 
us; they’re about real people and they are designed to tell a particular story. They ought to 
be very precious to us because they demonstrate things about God’s character and how he is 
involved in the world, and they illustrate various principles. But we need to turn to other 
parts of scripture when it comes to direction for how to really live the Christian life. 
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LOGIC LESSON 12: MORE FALLACIES 

 
Non sequitur: (Latin for "it does not follow"), in formal logic, is an argument in which its 
conclusion does not follow from its premises. In a non sequitur, the conclusion could be 
either true or false, but the argument is fallacious because there is a disconnection 
between the premise and the conclusion. All formal fallacies are special cases of non 
sequitur. 
 
(When the fundamental principles of logic and reason are not followed in an argument.) 
 

Maria drives a car. She must be a wealthy person. 
 

 
 
Appeal to probability: assumes that because something could happen, it is inevitable that it 
will happen. 
 

If you use the internet without a firewall, you will eventually be hacked. 
 

 
 
Fallacy of necessity: a degree of unwarranted necessity is placed in the conclusion based 
on the necessity of one or more of its premises. 
 

Bachelors are unmarried. 
John is a bachelor. 
John can never marry. 
 

 
 
Existential fallacy: An existential proposition is one that asserts or implies existence. In an 
existential fallacy, an argument has two universal premises and a particular conclusion, but 
we really can’t assume that one of those premises has any substance to it. 
 

All unicorns are animals.  
Therefore, some animals are unicorns. 
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Argument from repetition (argumentum ad nauseam): The issue has been discussed 
extensively until nobody cares to discuss it anymore, so the person declares that his position 
is the correct one. 
 

I’ve been arguing with my wife for 20 years about my gambling habit. She doesn’t 
argue with me anymore. Obviously, she realizes she was wrong and that there’s no 
problem with gambling. 

 
 
Argumentum Verbosium (AKA Proof by Intimidation, or Proof by Verbosity): an argument 
that is so complex, so long-winded and so poorly presented by the arguer that you are 
obliged to accept it, simply to avoid being forced to sift through its minute details. It’s likely 
to use insider jargon.  
 

Insomuch as it remains within our agency, it behooves us to eschew obfuscation, and 
espouse elucidation. 

 
 
Denying the correlative: where attempts are made at introducing alternatives where 
there are none. 
 

Judge: So, did you kill your landlord or not? 
Defendant: I fought with him. 
 

 
Fallacy of quoting out of context (contextomy): refers to the selective excerpting of 
words from their original context in a way that distorts the source's intended meaning. 
 

A famous person says this was the best movie they’ve seen all year, but it’s actually 
the only movie they’ve seen this year. They also say it was fantastic, as long as you 
don’t care anything about plot and character development. The newspaper quotes 
them as saying it’s the best move this person saw all year and that it was a “fantastic 
movie.” If readers were given the full context, the meaning would be different. 
 

 
Kettle logic: using multiple inconsistent arguments to defend a position. 
 

Freud came up with this term when he told a story about a man accused of damaging 
a kettle. The main claimed three different things that each on their own would be an 
adequate defense, but because they conflict with each other, cast suspicion on him: 
 

1. He had returned the kettle undamaged 
2. It was already damaged when he borrowed it. 
3. He had never borrowed it in the first place. 



  Logic Lesson 12: More Fallacies 

 43 

12 

 
Mind Projection Fallacy: when one considers the way he sees the world as the way the 
world really is. 
 

A quantum physicist may state that since the momentum of a particle is unknown, 
therefore it has a high kinetic energy. That may be true according to his theory, but he 
shouldn’t be claiming it as reality. 

 
 
 
Thought-terminating cliché: a commonly used phrase, sometimes passing as folk wisdom, 
used to quell cognitive dissonance, conceal lack of thought-entertainment, move onto 
other topics etc. but in any case, end the debate with a cliché—not a point. 
 

“It’s all good.”  
“God moves in mysterious ways.” 
“It’s apples and oranges.” 

 
 
 
Appeal to tradition (argumentum ad antiquitam): a conclusion supported solely because 
it has long been held to be true. 
 

Gay marriage is wrong because marriage has always been between a man and a 
woman. 
 

 
 
Cherry picking (suppressed evidence, incomplete evidence): act of pointing at individual 
cases or data that seem to confirm a particular position, while ignoring a significant 
portion of related cases or data that may contradict that position. 
 

My political candidate gives 10% of his income to the needy, goes to church every 
Sunday, and volunteers one day a week at a homeless shelter.  Therefore, he is honest 
and morally straight. 
 
(This same candidate gives 10% of his income to needy prostitutes in exchange for 
services, goes to the bar every Sunday after church, and only works at the homeless 
shelter to get clients for his drug dealing business. 
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Misleading vividness: involves describing an occurrence in vivid detail, even if it is an 
exceptional occurrence, to convince someone that it is a problem. 
 

Mrs. Pope is a first-year teacher. In her class, she has a student who is homeless and is 
living with a family in his church. She also has a student who is in foster care because 
her parents are on drugs. Mrs. Pope concludes that the American family is falling 
apart. 
 
We have had four days of temperatures that were 100 degrees or more! Global 
warming is getting dramatically worse! 
 

Association fallacy (guilt by association): arguing that because two things share a 
property they are the same. 
 

Martin Luther King was a Baptist. 
King was a good person. 
Therefore, Baptists are good. 
 
 
Fred Phelps was a Baptist. 
Fred Phelps was intolerant. 
Therefore, Baptists are intolerant. 

 
 
Appeal to accomplishment: where an assertion is deemed true or false based on the 
accomplishments of the proposer. 
 

I hold a doctorate in theology, have written 12 books, and personally met the 
Pope.  Therefore, when I say that Jesus’ favorite snack was raisins dipped in wine, you 
should believe me. 

 
 
Judgmental language: insulting or pejorative language to influence the recipient's 
judgment. 
 

The Surgeon general says that smoking is harmful to your health. Nowhere in the Bible 
is it said that you shouldn't smoke. So, who are you gonna listen to, some quack or the 
Lord God Almighty? 

 
 
 
If you want to see how complex the list of fallacies can get and how they can be organized, 
check out this web page: https://www.revolvy.com/page/List-of-fallacies  
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STORY TIME: PASSING THROUGH JERICHO1 

Luke 18:35-19:10 
 
35 As he drew near to Jericho, a blind man was sitting by the roadside begging. 36 And 
hearing a crowd going by, he inquired what this meant. 37 They told him, “Jesus of 
Nazareth is passing by.” 38 And he cried out, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on 
me!”39 And those who were in front rebuked him, telling him to be silent. But he cried 
out all the more, “Son of David, have mercy on me!” 40 And Jesus stopped and 
commanded him to be brought to him. And when he came near, he asked him, 41 “What 
do you want me to do for you?” He said, “Lord, let me recover my sight.” 42 And Jesus 
said to him, “Recover your sight; your faith has made you well.” 43 And immediately he 
recovered his sight and followed him, glorifying God. And all the people, when they 
saw it, gave praise to God. 
 
He entered Jericho and was passing through. 2 And behold, there was a man named 
Zacchaeus. He was a chief tax collector and was rich. 3 And he was seeking to see who 
Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, because he was small in 
stature. 4 So he ran on ahead and climbed up into a sycamore tree to see him, for he 
was about to pass that way. 5 And when Jesus came to the place, he looked up and 
said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down, for I must stay at your house 
today.” 6 So he hurried and came down and received him joyfully. 7 And when they saw 
it, they all grumbled, “He has gone in to be the guest of a man who is a sinner.” 8 And 
Zacchaeus stood and said to the Lord, “Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the 
poor. And if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I restore it fourfold.” 9 And Jesus 
said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, since he also is a son of 
Abraham. 10 For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.” 

 
 
Jesus had been staying on the far side of the Jordan ever since he had raised Lazarus from 
the dead, which had been the final straw for the Jewish religious leaders. It was the point at 
which they began to make systematic plans to end his life. Jesus knew this, but against the 
wishes of his disciples he set his face toward Jerusalem where he would die for the sins of 
the world. In fact, the Triumphal Entry is the next event mentioned in each Gospel account. 
Before his earthly ministry came to an end, though, he had two more outcasts to bring into 
the Kingdom. We do not usually connect these two stories together because there’s a 
chapter break between them, and each one is interesting and rich on its own.  
 
In the Middle East today and throughout history, the residents of a village show honor to an 
important guest by walking a distance to meet him and escorting him into town. The farther 
they walk to greet him, the more honor it expresses. It’s not a completely foreign concept, is 
it? When the Cavs won the NBA Championship in 2016, fans flooded the streets of Cleveland 

                                                             
1 Primary source for background information on this story: Jesus Through Middle Easter eyes by 
Kenneth Bailey, chapter 13. 
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to welcome them back. It was a way to show them honor and to identify with them in their 
victory. 
 
In our story today, we notice that Jesus was getting this kind of public attention as he 
entered Jericho. This tells us that a banquet had been prepared for him. He would be 
expected to spend the night in the home of a leading citizen of the city.  
 
All the commotion as he approached the city 2 caught the attention of Bartimaeus, the poor 
blind beggar whose name meant “son of filth.” It will help us understand the significance of 
his encounter with Jesus if we learn a little bit about the service that beggars provided to the 
community at this time, and still do in many parts of the Middle East today. Every pious 
person is expected to give to the poor. This is easiest to do if beggars position themselves in 
places where it is convenient to give alms to them. It would be a lot of work to give to the 
poor if you had to go find them yourself, so they’re doing you a favor if they sit where you 
might already be passing by. Bartimaeus would not have had a sign reading, “Out of work… 
Anything helps!” like we see on the signs of those on our own street corners. Instead, he 
would have challenged the people passing by with the claim that they should be giving to 
God! He’s really saying, 
 

My needs are beside the point. I am offering you this golden opportunity to fulfill one 
of your obligations to God. Furthermore, this is a public place, and if you give to me 
here, you will gain a reputation as an honorable, compassionate, pious person.3 

 
Whatever the amount someone gives him, a beggar stands up and declares the giver to be 
the most noble person in the world. He then invokes a blessing on the giver and his whole 
family, his associates, and everything he does both now and forevermore. A few coins are a 
small price to pay for such a service! The beggar has to have a physical handicap, though. A 
blind man is virtually guaranteed to have success. Someone missing a limb may or may not.  
 
So Bartimaeus the Beggar could hear that something was going on. The people told him that 
Jesus of Nazareth was coming. Everyone had heard of Jesus and his healings by now, so it 
was natural for a blind man to cry out to him. Which of us wouldn’t? The thing that’s most 
curious here is the title he gave Jesus as he called out for him. He called him “Son of David.” 
Only one other person in the Gospels called him that, and it was the Syro-Phoenician woman 
who asked for healing for her daughter in Matthew 15. Bartimaeus was appealing to the 
house of David for help. He recognized that Jesus had a connection to David as one of his 

                                                             
2 The other two Synoptic accounts tell us this healing happened as he was leaving Jericho. Because he 
passed through, came back to spend the night, then left again, it could have happened when he 
entered the second time. The order of events doesn’t change the significance of them in the least! 
3 Richards and O’Brien. Misreading Scripture with Western Eyes. Page 173. 
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descendants. This was a messianic title, and most people didn’t go so far as to use that kind 
of language of Jesus until dots were connected after his death and resurrection. 
 
Bartimaeus would not have had any education, training or skills. It’s important to remember 
this as we take a closer look at what happened and at the question Jesus asked him: “What 
do you want me to do for you?” We’re inclined to think, “Duh, I’m blind… of course what I 
want most in the world is to see again!” But the implication beneath Jesus’ question was, 
“Are you ready to accept new responsibilities and challenges if you are healed?” This was 
kind of Jesus to ask, because how was an older man who had been a beggar his whole life 
supposed to support himself if his handicap were suddenly removed and he could no longer 
get money from begging? But instead of just asking Jesus for some general benefit, like a coin 
that he would request from anybody, he asked to have his vision restored. Somehow, he had 
come to believe that Jesus was the Son of David and that he had compassion on the needy. 
 
The crowd marginalized Bartimaeus and chastised him when he cried out for Jesus’ 
attention, so when Jesus showed special grace to him by healing him, it was a little bit of a 
criticism of public opinion on Jesus’ part. But the twinge they may have felt was quickly 
overcome by the excitement of having witnessed a profound miracle. Besides, everyone likes 
it when someone who was once oppressed gains freedom and victory. Everybody joined 
Bartimaeus in praising God after he was healed. We’ll see if they’re still happy when Jesus 
also extends grace to a person who oppresses others!  
 
We read next in Luke’s account (after an unfortunate chapter break) that Jesus was merely 
passing through Jericho. We already learned that traditional hospitality would have included 
expectations for him to honor somebody important by spending the night in that guy’s 
house. To pass right on through, as the text tells us Jesus intended to do, would have been 
disappointing to the people and possibly even insulting. But this is exactly what he did!  
 
Let’s turn our thoughts to what Zacchaeus might have been doing while all of this went on. 
I’m sure you’ve heard about tax collectors and how despised they were by their fellow Jews. 
They were generally recognized as thieves. That’s because the people didn’t know exactly 
how much Rome was taxing them. They had to pay what the tax collector said they had to 
pay, which included a hefty surcharge to pad his own pocket. It makes me think of our 
medical insurance system, in which regular people can’t figure out the fine print to see what 
they actually ought to be paying. Jewish tax collectors were collaborating with the enemy 
and profiting from their position of financial oppression. They were traitors to their own 
people.  
 
The Bible doesn’t usually describe someone’s physical features unless it matters to propel 
the narrative forward. In this case, we are told that Zacchaeus’ stature influenced his 
behavior. Even though he was a wee little man, his lack of height wouldn’t have been a 
problem if he had been respected. The culture required the crowd to make way for a rich, 
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powerful person, no matter their stature. But collaborators are afraid of the people, so they 
don’t mingle with crowds. They have to watch their backs! For a short, hated guy in a hostile 
crowd, nobody would have known he’d been knifed until everybody had moved on. He must 
have wanted to see Jesus quite desperately for him to go anywhere near the crowd.  
We don’t know exactly when he realized that Jesus wouldn’t be staying the night and that he 
was missing his chance to get a look at him, but at some point he anticipated that the only 
way he would get to see Jesus was to break free of the crowds and get on the outbound side 
of town. So, he ran on ahead and climbed a tree. Stop there for a second. A Middle Eastern 
man ran ahead and climbed a tree. Both of these were extremely shameful things in that 
culture. Adults did not run in public (think about the prodigal son’s father!), and powerful 
men did not climb trees—even their own trees in the privacy of a walled garden. Zacchaeus 
absolutely would not have wanted people to know that he was up there in the tree, so he 
threw off his dignity and ran ahead to get there first, hoping that if he could get a bit of 
distance from town and the crowd dispersed a bit by that point, he could lose himself in the 
foliage and go unnoticed.  
 
And along came Jesus, passing right through Jericho without stopping for the night. He had 
just healed Bartimaeus and was probably being repeatedly pressed to stay and enjoy the 
city’s hospitality. It’s possible that Jesus just supernaturally knew Zacchaeus was up there in 
the tree, but it’s also possible that Zacchaeus had been spotted by the crowd before Jesus 
got there. Imagine a near-riot around him as people hurled insults and took advantage of this 
unique opportunity to humiliate him, like hounds barking at a treed coon. Jesus decided to 
get involved. He was expected to say something like: 
 

Zacchaeus, you are a collaborator! You are an oppressor of these good people. You 
have drained the economic lifeblood of your people and given it to the imperialists. 
You have betrayed your country and your God. This community’s hatred of you is fully 
justified. You must quit your job, repent, journey to Jerusalem for ceremonial 
purification, return to Jericho and apply yourself to keeping the law. If you are willing 
to do these things, on my next trip to Jericho I will enter your newly purified house and 
offer my congratulations.4  

 
The crowd would have applauded enthusiastically. Instead what Jesus did was a total and 
complete shock in his culture. Even though he had given a clear indication that he was not 
going to be sticking around Jericho for the night, he invited himself to Zach’s house! Even 
more so than in our own culture, a person in the Middle East does not declare where he will 
be staying. The community of Jericho would have made plans for where Jesus was to stay the 
night, and it would have been somewhere that would provide honor for the whole city—a 
home that put Jericho in the best possible light. Guests don’t select their own hosts! And no 

                                                             
4 Bailey, page 180. 
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person would publicly invite himself into the home of someone who was despised and hated 
by the entire community.  
 
Instead of baying like hounds at Zacchaeus up in a tree, the anger of the crowd now shifted 
to Jesus himself. This was another costly demonstration of unexpected love when Jesus took 
the hostility upon himself. First Jesus stood with Bartimaeus (the oppressed man) and healed 
him, but now he stood with the oppressor and extended grace even to him. Knowing that by 
entering the unclean home of Zacchaeus and sitting on his chairs and eating his food he 
would come out of there ceremonially unclean when it was nearly time for Passover, he did it 
anyway.  
 
Zacchaeus knew he had been accepted by Jesus and was instantly changed by such a 
powerful force. This story contains a rare look at what happened to someone after receiving 
the love of Jesus. We don’t usually get to hear those parts of the stories. Nobody had to tell 
Zacchaeus to repent and change and pay people back. He publicly committed himself to 
showing costly love to those he had harmed, which flowed out of the love that had been 
shown to him. 
 
Don’t forget that Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem to die at this point. The disciples must 
have been watching and wondering, and surely this incident with Zacchaeus helped them 
later comprehend the bigger picture of what Jesus came to do. At the conclusion of his 
encounter with Zacchaeus, Jesus said, “The Son of man came to seek and to save the lost,” 
which would be a crucial thing for his followers to keep in mind in the days ahead. 
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