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Luke 19:1-10 

 

 At first glance, there are two characteristics that jump out in relation to 

Zacchaeus.  The first is his name.  Like older fashion styles, sometimes names have a 

way of coming back into vogue for a newer generation decades after their initial 

popularity.  I suspect, however, that “Zacchaeus” doesn’t fit into that category.  It was an 

unusual name in the Bible.  And as far as I know, the name hasn’t experienced any kind 

of trendy renaissance in the two thousand years since the Bible.   

 

 The other thing we know about Zacchaeus right off the bat is that he was short in 

stature.  Trust me when I tell you I don’t have an issue with that fact.  Some of my very 

favorite people in this world are short in stature.  Nevertheless, Zacchaeus’ height, or lack 

thereof, helps to explain at least a part of what unfolds in this morning’s Scripture lesson.  

 

 So, we know Zacchaeus had an odd name.  And we know he was really short.  We 

also know from the story that Zacchaeus was a tax collector.  Not just any tax collector.  

In fact, he was the chief tax collector. 

 

 I don’t know exactly what it meant to be a chief tax collector in the world of the 

New Testament.  I’m guessing, however, that Zacchaeus had a fairly large geographic 

jurisdiction under his control.  He probably wasn’t the chief tax collector for the entire 

Roman Empire.  Instead, I suspect he was the chief tax collector for the area in and 

around Jericho where this morning’s story takes place. 

 

 Carrying the title of chief tax collector insured Zacchaeus of two things.  First, he 

was a rich man.  The Roman authorities expected Zacchaeus to strong arm all the local 

citizens and merchants for a certain amount of money.  However, if Zacchaeus decided 

he wanted to levy tax monies over and above what Rome expected, there’s a good chance 

Rome looked the other way.  As long as Rome got its bounty, they likely didn’t care 

about Zacchaeus’ personal ethics.  And in truth, it was that lack of ethics which leads to a 

second conclusion.  Most people probably didn’t like Zacchaeus a whole lot.   

 

 Zacchaeus had a weird name.  He was vertically challenged.  Given his wealth, 

it’s safe to assume Zacchaeus was unscrupulous in his dealings with his fellow citizens.  

As a result, he didn’t have many friends.   

 

 With all that background information in mind, we pick up today’s story with 

Zacchaeus hearing word that Jesus was coming to town or through town.  In preparation 

for the appointed hour, Zacchaeus decided to climb a nearby tree so that he could get a 

better view of this man he had heard about but had likely never seen in person.   

 

 Climbing a tree makes sense, right?  When you’re not tall enough to stand above 

and see over a crowd, why not climb a tree if you are able and get as high up in the air as 



you can?  Zacchaeus did not want to risk being four or five rows deep in the crowd ready 

to hail Jesus’ arrival. 

 

 On the other hand, the whole scene strikes me as a bit incongruous.  If Zacchaeus 

had as much power as his material wealth and job title would suggest, why wouldn’t 

Zacchaeus simply tell the crowd to get out of his way?  Make it clear to the bystanders 

that he needed a clear path to see Jesus on his way by   It’s hard to envision why a chief 

tax collector would have to resort to climbing a tree...   

 

Unless there was something about Zacchaeus’ psyche that the story doesn’t tell 

us.  Even though Zacchaeus appeared to display all the trappings of success.  Despite the 

fact that he was rich and outwardly successful by any worldly definition.  Even given the 

fact that most people in his society would look at Zacchaeus and say he was living the 

dream, regardless of whether they were fond of his methods. 

 

 Still, when Zacchaeus looked in the mirror every day, I imagine he saw and felt 

what he tried to hide from others.  The loneliness and the isolation.  The questionable 

moral compass.  A big title and an empty suit.  A man with more money than he knew 

what to do with and yet never enough money to fill the void in his spirit…   

 

 Maybe Zacchaeus listened carefully to all the stories he overheard about Jesus and 

he recognized in Jesus his chance to make a life transformation.  Zacchaeus heard about 

the unconditional love and grace of Jesus Christ and he wanted a small piece of it for 

himself.  But Zacchaeus knew he wasn’t going to get what he wanted from Jesus unless 

Jesus noticed him.  So up the nearest tree he went.   

 

 Turned out to be a smart plan on Zacchaeus’ part.  When Jesus finally appeared 

on the scene with his entourage of disciples in tow, at some point Jesus glanced upwards.  

And he observed Zacchaeus perched in the tree.   

 

 “Hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today!”  Jesus called out 

loudly enough for Zacchaeus to hear over the din of the crowd.  The narrative gives no 

indication that Zacchaeus was embarrassed by Jesus calling out his whereabouts, and 

Zacchaeus quickly climbed down the tree the same way he went up.    

 

 With a mixture of excitement and perhaps trepidation, Zacchaeus ambled over to 

where Jesus was.  I would say they saw each other eye to eye.  But I picture Zacchaeus 

being much shorter than Jesus.  In any case, the two men met by the roadside and 

Scripture tells us that the rest of the crowd started grumbling.   

 

 You know the kind of grumbling we’re talking about.  People who look down at 

their feet and mumble in stage whispers, barely masking their disdain for whatever is 

going on in front of them.  “Who does Zacchaeus think he is?”  “Why would Jesus want 

to stay at his house?”  “Jesus should hold on tightly to his wallet…”  Zacchaeus didn’t 

get much by way of benefit of the doubt.   

 



 Meanwhile, it’s unclear what the disciples thought of all this.  If they had any 

commentary, it wasn’t recorded by the Gospel writer.  About the best we can surmise 

regarding the disciples is that they were accustomed to this kind of behavior from Jesus.  

When it came to interacting with people of less than stellar reputation, Jesus made a habit 

of it… 

 

 Back to Zacchaeus, maybe he heard the crowd grumbling.  Or maybe he ignored 

them.  Either way, he certainly heard Jesus proclaim publicly that he was gonna stay at 

Zacchaeus’ house.  And right then and there, standing in front of Jesus, Zacchaeus 

offered a remarkable confession.  “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.”  

 

 The cause and effect in the end of this morning’s Scripture lesson is what’s hard 

to grasp.  Jesus told Zacchaeus he would stay at his house.  And Zacchaeus responded by 

promising to give away half his wealth and make financial restitution to all the people he 

swindled over the years.  By a factor of four, no less.   

 

That’s hard to fathom. How could Jesus’ simple proposal provoke in Zacchaeus 

such a disproportionate reaction?  It’s incredible to think that Zacchaeus was willing to 

give up half of everything he owned in the whole world and then some just because Jesus 

invited himself over to Zacchaeus’ house for the night.  Why would Zacchaeus do that?  

 

The answer, I think, is that Zacchaeus was drawn in by the immense power and 

charisma of Christ’s love.  Jesus noticed him, Jesus affirmed him, and Jesus caused a 

change in his heart.  So much so that Zacchaeus was willing to let go of the trappings of 

his former existence and embrace a new life both he and Jesus could be proud of…    

 

In the end, Zacchaeus still had a strange name.  He was still short in stature.  He 

still had to remain a tax collector in order to make amends with the people he had 

defrauded.  But now when he looked in the mirror, he noticed a man with integrity and 

self-respect.  A man who was able to host Jesus with his head held high.  And a man 

motivated to seek the absolution and forgiveness of his fellow citizens.  Not just with 

words, but with concrete actions…   

 

The immense power and charisma of the love of Jesus Christ.  When we claim 

Christ’s love and embrace Christ’s love fully, you and I become more compassionate, 

more faithful, more whole.  And we start making heartfelt commitments to Jesus and to 

ourselves and to those around us we never would have dreamed of previously.   

 

Finally, when we embrace the love of Christ fully, Jesus offers you and me the 

same remarkable promise he once offered to Zacchaeus.  “Today salvation has come to 

this house, because he too is a son of Abraham.  For the Son of Man came to seek out and 

to save the lost.”  Amen.                     

 
           

 

        



 

 

             

 
   


