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The story of Zacchaeus' encounter with Jesus is possibly one of 
the best-known Biblical stories from the New Testament.  It is 
such a human story, a short man scrambling up a tree, to see 
Jesus. We think of Zacchaeus and we smile.  This story is right 
up there with the most powerful stories in scripture.  It 
introduces the very radical idea that God will stop at nothing 
less than the total transformation of who we are. 
Zacchaeus was the chief tax collector for the Roman Empire in 
Jericho.  He worked for the Romans and was regarded as a 
traitor by his own people.  He would send to Rome the amount 
he had bid for the right to tax, and anything over that amount he 
was free to keep. He had accumulated his wealth in service to 
the invaders at the expense of his own people, and was regarded 
as human filth.  Zacchaeus, whose name meant “the pure one” 
was despised by hus fellow Jews.  It must have been a lonely 
and depressing existence. 
Zacchaeus was very short in stature.  Seeing over, or through a 
crowd, was a real chore. His only hope was to skip ahead of the 
crowd and find a sycamore tree, It’s low spreading branches 
would afford a ringside view of this man called Jesus.  And that 
is exactly what he did. 
He waited there in that tree, probably not knowing exactly what 
to expect, then Jesus came into view. Jesus did not miss 
Zacchaeus.  Luke says He saw him and said simply: “Zacchaeus, 



hurry and come down for I must stay at your house today”. Well, 
Zacchaeus wasted no time scrambling down from that tree, and 
the Scriptures state he “was happy to welcome Him”. 
No one came calling on Zacchaeus unless it was to complain. 
Zacchaeus could have stayed up in that tree and refused Jesus’ 
invitation.  Plenty of people do.  It is certainly much easier to go 
on with our own life, to continue with our own agenda, than to 
allow the Messiah to invite Himself over and dig into our 
personal lives.  That requires us to take a risk. 
We take a huge risk by allowing Jesus into that part of us where 
our true self resides.  Sadly, most resist.  But Zacchaeus takes 
the chance and allows Jesus into his inner room and it was a 
dinner to remember.  This surely was a bitter pill for the towns 
people to swallow.  What kind of Rabbi would acknowledge, 
much less eat with, the most notorious sinner in town?  Luke 
says they began to “grumble” to “murmur”, to “mutter”. 
We really do not know what happened at Zacchaeus’ home.  All 
we see are the results, and those results tell us a great deal. 
Zacchaeus makes a two-pronged pledge: First to give half his 
yearly income to the poor.  And Secondly, to return any stolen 
funds four times over. 
Jewish law only required restoration of the money plus twenty 
percent.  But Zacchaeus thought four hundred percent interest 
was more appropriate. Something in that encounter with Jesus 
changed the way Zacchaeus saw the world.  He could now see 
people in need, where before  he only saw people that he needed 
to fleece. 
Jesus changes how we we view the world, and how we view 
other people.  No longer do labels such as poor, rich, white, 
black work, now we see people who are as needy, who are as 
broken, as we are. Now we see real people with real needs. We 



see glimpses of this in our society when a disaster occurs, then 
we see with the eyes of Jesus and do all in our power to help. 
Salvation comes to Zacchaeus’ house, and he is forever changed 
from a taker to a giver.  This man had made his living by taking 
from others, and suddenly, instantly, after one meal with Jesus, 
he is changed. 
This happens time and time again.  When Christ takes up 
residence in our life, we become generous.  Giving becomes an 
opportunity, not a requirement.  We could even suggest that no 
person has had an authentic encounter with the living Christ, 
unless a generous heart is the result.  If everything we do is 
about us, if it is all self-serving, then we need to invite Jesus in 
to dine with us.  
This meeting with Jesus redeemed Zacchaeus’ past, it 
transformed his present, and it re-directed his future.  Isn’t that 
what God wants to do with each of us?  This is a story of how 
the power and the grace of God radically changes a human 
being.  This change, no doubt, cost Zacchaeus his job, and there 
is a somewhat tradition that Zacchaeus later became a bishop at 
Caesarea. 
 The story of Zacchaeus is a powerful story of change, 
redemptive change!  It is found only in St. Luke's Gospel, and it 
mirrors the mission of Jesus:  For Jesus was received by the 
outcast, condemned by the authorities and that murmuring 
followed Jesus all the way to Jerusalem and to the Cross.  The 
Zacchaues story starts with a small man in a tree, and it ends 
with one of the fullest hearts Jesus encounters in all of Israel. 
In our churches and communities, Jesus has an agenda for us: to 
seek and to save, to change the world one person at a time.  Let 
us spiritually climb the tree and see what Jesus is about to do. 
 But beware, He may stop beneath the tree where we sit, no 



matter how comfortable, no matter how secure we may be.  He 
may look at us and invite us down to fellowship with Him, to 
come down to be transformed.  It takes courage to come down 
from that tree, but the gift of new vision, of a new life in Christ, 
is worth it all. 
.Zacchaeus was lost.  In the end, Jesus declares that salvation 
has come to the house of Zacchaeus.  Zacchaeus had become 
confused about why he was here, and whom he was to serve. 
 Jesus comes looking for each of us and invites us to a changed 
life as well, a life that is continually transformed into His image. 
Let us Pray: Heavenly Father, we too need You to redeem our 
past, to transform our present, and to redirect our future.  Help 
each one of us to be transformed into the image of Your Son. 
 Father, call us out of the places where we sit and are 
comfortable today, show us how to be the people You desire us 
be. 
 

 
AMEN. 

 


